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This	  dissertation	  explores	  the	  evolution	  of	  operatic	  idioms,	  especially	  vocal	  
typecasting	  conventions,	  in	  response	  to	  social	  change	  in	  the	  volatile	  late	  Russian	  
Empire.	  It	  complements	  earlier	  composer-­‐centered	  approaches	  to	  Russian	  opera	  
with	  a	  focus	  on	  the	  contributions	  of	  a	  heretofore	  neglected	  group	  of	  historical	  
agents:	  singers.	  By	  examining	  the	  operas	  themselves	  as	  well	  as	  primary	  sources	  
such	  as	  memoirs,	  letters,	  reviews,	  photographs,	  and	  early	  sound	  recordings,	  I	  trace	  
the	  ways	  in	  which	  singers	  crystallized	  the	  Russian	  intelligentsia’s	  evolving	  attitudes	  
toward	  political	  and	  parental	  authority,	  gender	  roles,	  and	  political	  radicalism	  in	  
memorable	  operatic	  characters.	  With	  four	  chapters	  devoted	  to	  the	  extraordinary	  
bass,	  tenor,	  soprano,	  and	  mezzo	  stars	  who	  worked	  with	  composers	  to	  establish	  the	  
stock	  characters	  and	  vocal	  conventions	  of	  this	  repertoire,	  I	  argue	  that	  art	  imitated	  
life:	  these	  singers	  transmuted	  their	  own	  real-­‐life	  experiences	  of	  Russian	  society	  into	  
operatic	  portrayals	  that	  resonated	  with	  the	  controversies	  of	  their	  time.	  This	  
dissertation	  thus	  provides	  a	  new	  angle	  on	  Russian	  opera’s	  engagement	  with	  the	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  eternally	  grateful	  to	  my	  family	  for	  urging	  me	  to	  pursue	  what	  I	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   Opera	  is	  the	  story	  of	  a	  tenor	  and	  a	  soprano	  who	  want	  to	  go	  to	  
	   	   bed	  with	  each	  other,	  and	  a	  baritone	  who	  wants	  to	  stop	  them.	  
	  
	   	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  -­‐-­‐George	  Bernard	  Shaw	  
	  
	  
Voice-­‐type	  is	  the	  most	  fundamental	  sonic	  convention	  used	  to	  convey	  information	  
about	  an	  operatic	  character.	  It	  clues	  us	  in	  to	  the	  character’s	  sex,	  age,	  social	  status,	  
romantic	  prospects,	  and	  importance	  to	  the	  plot,	  even	  before	  the	  libretto	  and	  staging	  
establish	  any	  of	  those	  things.	  The	  assignment	  of	  voice-­‐type	  is	  determined	  by	  
conventions	  that	  associate	  certain	  kinds	  of	  voices	  with	  certain	  kinds	  of	  characters:	  
operagoers	  are	  used	  to	  seeing	  sopranos	  playing	  young	  women	  in	  love,	  tenors	  
playing	  their	  heroic	  paramours,	  and	  baritones	  or	  basses	  playing	  villains	  and	  
disapproving	  fathers.	  
	   George	  Bernard	  Shaw’s	  aphorism	  neatly	  exposes	  the	  masterplot	  of	  mid-­‐	  to	  
late-­‐nineteenth-­‐century	  Italian	  opera,	  but	  it	  loses	  its	  punch	  when	  we	  venture	  
beyond	  that	  repertoire.	  One	  body	  of	  work	  that	  particularly	  resists	  his	  generalization	  
is	  Russian	  opera.	  Although	  Russian	  operas	  inherited	  the	  vocal	  conventions	  of	  the	  
Italian	  tradition,	  many	  of	  them	  feature	  a	  bass	  who	  is	  a	  sympathetic	  protagonist—
sometimes	  even	  the	  romantic	  partner	  of	  the	  heroine—rather	  than	  a	  menacing	  
antagonist.	  Instead	  of	  the	  obstacle	  in	  the	  story	  as	  in	  many	  other	  national	  traditions,	  
the	  bass	  in	  Russian	  opera	  is	  usually	  the	  fulcrum.	  Russian	  opera	  also	  seems	  quite	  
favorably	  disposed	  toward	  the	  mezzo	  voice,	  a	  vocal	  category	  that	  goes	  unmentioned	  
by	  Shaw.	  Although	  it	  did	  not	  displace	  the	  soprano	  as	  the	  most	  common	  voice-­‐type	  of	  
female	  protagonists,	  it	  was	  amplified	  from	  its	  marginal	  role	  in	  Italian	  opera,	  where	  it	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was	  usually	  relegated	  to	  the	  foil	  of	  the	  soprano	  heroine.	  In	  the	  Russian	  repertoire,	  
mezzo	  characters	  are	  frequently	  protagonists	  in	  their	  own	  right.	  	  
	   Lower	  voices	  of	  both	  sexes	  thus	  seem	  to	  exert	  more	  gravitational	  pull,	  as	  it	  
were,	  in	  Russian	  opera	  than	  in	  the	  other	  major	  national	  traditions.	  How	  might	  we	  
account	  for	  their	  pre-­‐eminence?	  Is	  the	  bottom-­‐heavy	  vocality	  of	  this	  tradition	  simply	  
an	  accident	  of	  history—the	  result	  of	  a	  few	  composers’	  preference	  for	  lower	  voices—
or	  does	  it	  reflect	  something	  more	  fundamental	  about	  Russian	  culture?	  These	  were	  
the	  questions	  that	  guided	  my	  research.	  Ultimately,	  I	  hope	  to	  show	  that	  the	  vocal	  
typecasting	  conventions	  of	  Russian	  opera	  did	  indeed	  reflect	  widespread	  attitudes	  
toward	  social	  roles	  within	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  society.	  
	   Before	  considering	  the	  specific	  cultural	  conditions	  that	  brought	  about	  
distinctive	  vocal	  conventions	  in	  Russia,	  we	  must	  first	  think	  briefly	  about	  how	  and	  
why	  such	  conventions	  emerge	  at	  all.	  Here,	  it	  is	  useful	  to	  invoke	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  stock	  
character	  in	  theater:	  a	  widely	  recognized	  social	  type	  (such	  as	  the	  desired	  young	  
woman,	  the	  hero,	  or	  the	  father)	  who	  appears	  over	  and	  over	  again	  in	  many	  different	  
stories.	  Theatrical	  productions,	  unlike	  novels,	  do	  not	  have	  the	  luxury	  of	  depicting	  a	  
character’s	  thoughts	  in	  minute	  detail	  over	  a	  long	  span	  of	  time.	  Furthermore,	  in	  the	  
nineteenth	  century	  (and	  earlier)	  plays	  functioned	  in	  part	  as	  social	  events,	  so	  the	  
playwright	  and	  actors	  could	  not	  take	  the	  audience’s	  uninterrupted	  attention	  for	  
granted.	  They	  thus	  needed	  to	  ensure	  that	  the	  audience	  could	  grasp	  the	  essence	  of	  
characters	  and	  dramatic	  situations	  quickly	  and	  easily.	  These	  exigencies	  resulted	  in	  a	  
reliance	  on	  stock	  characters	  that	  are	  instantly	  recognizable	  and	  engage	  in	  
predictable	  behaviors	  which	  vary	  only	  in	  minor	  details	  from	  play	  to	  play.	  Crucial	  to	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the	  recognizability	  of	  the	  stock	  character	  is	  physical	  type.	  An	  actor’s	  sex,	  height,	  
weight,	  coloring,	  facial	  features,	  and	  age	  determine	  what	  kind	  of	  roles	  he	  or	  she	  will	  
be	  considered	  for.	  This	  perceived	  correlation	  between	  physique	  and	  character	  type	  
extends	  to	  opera	  as	  well,	  but	  with	  the	  voice	  taking	  on	  the	  bulk	  of	  the	  work	  of	  
defining	  the	  character.	  I	  suggest	  that	  an	  investigation	  of	  the	  stock	  characters	  and	  
situations	  of	  a	  given	  theatrical	  repertoire	  can	  reveal	  what	  kinds	  of	  social	  identities	  
and	  relationships	  were	  considered	  important	  in	  that	  society.	  	  
	   While	  such	  a	  taxonomic	  approach	  might	  seem	  artificial	  and	  schematic—
experiential	  reality	  has	  a	  way	  of	  eluding	  our	  attempts	  to	  divide	  it	  into	  neat	  
categories—nineteenth-­‐century	  commentators	  in	  Russia	  and	  elsewhere	  were	  
themselves	  obsessed	  with	  the	  notion	  of	  voice-­‐types	  and	  character	  types.	  Many	  of	  
them	  seem	  to	  postulate	  a	  quasi-­‐Platonic	  metaphysics	  in	  which	  the	  general	  “type”	  or	  
“model”	  is	  considered	  a	  truer	  representation	  of	  reality	  than	  any	  particular	  instance	  
of	  it.	  They	  save	  their	  greatest	  accolades	  for	  the	  singers	  who	  they	  think	  manage	  to	  go	  
beyond	  the	  specifics	  of	  a	  given	  character	  and	  tap	  into	  the	  realm	  of	  myth	  and	  eternal	  
human	  archetypes,	  thereby	  bringing	  to	  light	  an	  only	  dimly	  suspected	  truth	  about	  
human	  nature.1	  I	  would	  not	  make	  the	  metaphysical	  claim	  that	  the	  salient	  character	  
types	  of	  Russian	  opera	  are	  something	  like	  eternal	  Platonic	  Forms.	  However,	  they	  are	  
concepts	  that	  hold	  great	  explanatory	  value	  if	  one	  wants	  to	  understand	  the	  ideals	  
that	  the	  nineteenth-­‐century	  intelligentsia	  held	  dear	  and	  if	  one	  wants	  to	  reach	  some	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Famous	  examples	  of	  early	  “archetypal”	  anthropology	  and	  literary	  criticism	  include	  Sir	  George	  
Frazer,	  The	  Golden	  Bough:	  A	  Study	  in	  Magic	  and	  Religion,	  originally	  published	  1890	  (New	  York:	  
Macmillan,	  1940)	  and	  Carl	  Gustav	  Jung,	  The	  Archetypes	  and	  the	  Collective	  Unconscious,	  trans.	  R.	  F.	  C.	  
Hull	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1969).	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idea	  of	  how	  these	  people	  conceptualized	  their	  social	  world	  in	  terms	  of	  different	  
“types”	  of	  people.	  	  
	   Whether	  clearly	  definable	  voice-­‐types	  exist	  or	  not,	  belief	  in	  them	  undergirds	  
the	  entire	  operatic	  world	  and	  thus	  creates	  a	  typecasting	  regime.	  Admittedly,	  there	  
are	  observable	  differences	  in	  the	  voices	  of	  different	  kinds	  of	  bodies.	  Most	  men	  speak	  
an	  octave	  lower	  than	  most	  women;	  larger	  voices	  tend	  to	  come	  with	  larger	  bodies;	  
deeper	  voices	  tend	  to	  come	  with	  older	  bodies.	  These	  distinctions	  became	  codified	  in	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  operatic	  convention:	  adult	  male	  characters	  were	  usually	  
portrayed	  by	  non-­‐falsetto	  male	  voices	  and	  female	  characters	  by	  female	  voices;	  
physically	  formidable	  characters	  were	  portrayed	  by	  large	  voices;	  older	  characters	  
were	  portrayed	  by	  lower	  voices.	  
	   Other	  factors,	  which	  go	  beyond	  the	  biological	  facts	  of	  sex,	  size,	  and	  age	  to	  
include	  the	  social	  facts	  of	  political	  and	  economic	  power,	  come	  into	  play	  in	  
typecasting	  as	  well.	  Chief	  among	  these	  is	  the	  great	  power	  accorded	  throughout	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  Europe	  to	  elders.	  Parents,	  especially	  fathers,	  often	  determined	  
whom	  their	  children	  married,	  what	  professions	  they	  adopted,	  and	  how	  much	  
financial	  assistance	  they	  could	  expect	  as	  young	  adults.	  For	  this	  reason,	  operatic	  
lower	  voices—already	  associated	  with	  older	  age—also	  came	  as	  a	  matter	  of	  course	  to	  
be	  associated	  with	  familial	  and	  political	  authority.	  Even	  in	  plots	  that	  involve	  two	  
men	  of	  the	  same	  age,	  the	  one	  who	  has	  more	  political	  power	  is	  often	  cast	  with	  a	  
lower	  voice.	  Gilles	  de	  Van	  has	  discussed	  these	  vocal	  typecasting	  conventions	  in	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detail	  with	  regard	  to	  Verdi.2	  My	  goal	  is	  to	  trace	  and	  explain	  an	  analogous	  (but	  
always	  shifting)	  typology	  in	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  opera,	  and	  also	  to	  show	  
how	  individual	  composers	  and	  singers	  established	  or	  undermined	  these	  
conventions.	  	  
	   De	  Van	  points	  out	  that	  although	  elders	  held	  substantial	  power	  in	  the	  mid-­‐
nineteenth	  century,	  it	  was	  also	  a	  time	  of	  great	  political	  liberalization	  and	  social	  
mobility	  throughout	  Western	  Europe.	  During	  this	  period,	  so	  the	  truism	  goes,	  a	  class	  
of	  social	  parvenus	  (the	  bourgeoisie)	  overturned	  the	  political	  and	  social	  customs	  to	  
which	  the	  aristocracy	  still	  clung	  but	  which	  other	  social	  classes	  perceived	  as	  
oppressive.	  Many	  opera	  composers	  and	  audience	  members	  came	  from	  this	  newly	  
minted,	  dissatisfied,	  upwardly	  mobile	  middle	  class	  and	  were	  therefore	  drawn	  to	  
stories	  that	  dealt	  with	  young	  people’s	  efforts	  to	  combat	  the	  institutions	  and	  customs	  
of	  earlier	  eras.	  For	  this	  reason,	  French,	  Italian	  and	  German	  protagonists	  are	  often	  
typecast	  as	  young—as	  tenors	  and	  sopranos—while	  their	  opponents	  are	  older	  
authority	  figures	  with	  lower	  voices.	  As	  I	  will	  show,	  Russian	  protagonists	  initially	  
broke	  this	  pattern,	  but	  would	  embrace	  it	  as	  industrialization,	  urban	  
professionalization,	  radicalism,	  and	  the	  women’s	  movement	  created	  a	  politically	  
conscious	  middle	  class	  in	  Russia	  toward	  the	  end	  of	  the	  century.	  
	   The	  intergenerational	  power	  asymmetry	  at	  midcentury	  was,	  if	  anything,	  
stronger	  in	  Russia	  than	  anywhere	  else	  in	  Europe:	  in	  a	  minimally	  urbanized,	  land-­‐
based	  rather	  than	  market-­‐based	  economy,	  money	  was	  gained	  primarily	  through	  
inheritance	  rather	  than	  industry.	  Money	  remained	  concentrated	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Gilles	  de	  Van,	  Verdi’s	  Theater:	  Creating	  Drama	  Through	  Music,	  trans.	  Gilda	  Roberts	  (Chicago:	  
University	  of	  Chicago	  Press,	  1998).	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patresfamilias	  who	  held	  large	  properties,	  and	  there	  were	  few	  opportunities	  for	  
young	  men	  to	  make	  their	  own	  fortunes.3	  Consequently,	  affluent	  Russian	  fathers	  held	  
more	  financial	  power	  over	  their	  sons	  than	  their	  counterparts	  in	  Western	  Europe.	  
This	  authoritarian	  family	  structure	  was	  replicated	  at	  the	  level	  of	  local	  and	  national	  
leadership:	  peasant	  villages	  were	  ruled	  by	  a	  group	  of	  male	  elders,	  and	  the	  country	  as	  
a	  whole	  was	  ruled	  by	  a	  monarch	  whom	  the	  peasants	  referred	  to	  as	  “Dad”	  
(Batyushka),	  a	  paternal	  figure	  whose	  authority	  far	  outstripped	  that	  of	  the	  
constitutional	  monarchs	  of	  Western	  Europe.	  The	  preponderance	  of	  mature,	  
authoritative	  bass	  protagonists	  invited	  speculation	  about	  Russian	  opera’s	  political	  
and	  social	  conservatism	  and	  its	  tendency	  to	  valorize	  father	  figures	  who	  represent	  
the	  old	  order	  rather	  than	  young	  people	  who	  represent	  the	  forces	  of	  change.	  Yet	  if	  
higher-­‐voiced	  protagonists	  are	  less	  prominent,	  they	  too	  invite	  critical	  attention,	  
precisely	  because	  they	  are	  marginalized	  and	  seem	  to	  reflect	  contemporary	  anxiety	  
surrounding	  the	  role	  of	  young	  men	  and	  women	  in	  society.	  As	  the	  century	  wore	  on	  
and	  more	  people	  became	  dissatisfied	  with	  tsarist	  rule	  as	  well	  as	  the	  concentration	  of	  
land	  and	  serfs	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  older	  male	  aristocrats,	  the	  intergenerational	  power	  
struggle	  in	  opera	  would	  gain	  intensity.	  This	  development	  is	  associated	  with	  the	  
decline	  of	  morally	  authoritative	  bass	  protagonists	  and	  the	  rise	  of	  youthful	  soprano	  
and	  tenor	  protagonists.	  	  
	   The	  idea	  that	  music	  both	  reflects	  and	  provides	  impetus	  to	  the	  ideologies	  and	  
social	  movements	  of	  its	  time	  is	  a	  commonplace	  one.	  Yet	  although	  it	  is	  often	  easy	  to	  
see	  the	  correlation,	  it	  can	  be	  difficult	  to	  find	  the	  precise	  causal	  links	  between	  a	  given	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  See	  Arcadius	  Kahan,	  Russian	  Economic	  History:	  The	  Nineteenth	  Century	  (Chicago:	  University	  of	  
Chicago	  Press,	  1989).	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musical	  repertoire	  and	  the	  ideas	  that	  pervade	  the	  wider	  social	  context.	  My	  goal	  is	  to	  
demonstrate	  this	  causality	  through	  a	  study	  of	  singers’	  biographies	  and	  reception.	  My	  
dissertation	  thus	  complements	  the	  composer-­‐centered	  approaches	  of	  Richard	  
Taruskin,	  Simon	  Morrison,	  and	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  with	  a	  methodologically	  
novel	  singer-­‐centered	  one.	  I	  draw	  on	  previously	  untapped	  sources	  (letters,	  reviews,	  
biographies,	  memoirs,	  and	  early	  sound	  recordings)	  to	  show	  how	  singers’	  lives	  were	  
influenced	  by	  prevalent	  social	  conditions,	  and	  in	  turn	  how	  they	  influenced	  the	  
composition,	  performance,	  and	  reception	  of	  opera	  through	  their	  creation	  and	  
glamorization	  of	  certain	  types	  of	  characters.	  I	  offer	  an	  alternative	  history	  of	  Russian	  
opera	  from	  Glinka	  in	  the	  1830s	  to	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century	  which	  
elucidates	  the	  creative	  contributions	  of	  artists	  who	  have	  been	  relatively	  ignored	  up	  
to	  now.	  This	  study	  of	  singers	  ultimately	  opens	  out	  onto	  the	  wider	  terrain	  of	  social	  
values	  and	  identity,	  because	  the	  on-­‐	  and	  offstage	  activities	  of	  these	  singers	  both	  
reflected	  and	  contributed	  to	  the	  significant	  political	  and	  social	  developments	  of	  later	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  Russia,	  including	  nationalism,	  the	  women’s	  movement,	  
radicalism,	  and	  urban	  professionalization.	  All	  of	  these	  movements	  left	  traces	  in	  
opera,	  where	  social	  roles	  were	  inscribed	  through	  the	  agency	  of	  extraordinary	  
singers,	  and,	  over	  time,	  in	  conventions	  of	  vocal	  writing.	  	  
	   The	  attentive	  reader	  may	  feel,	  at	  this	  juncture,	  that	  the	  project	  is	  somewhat	  
diffuse	  and	  over-­‐ambitious	  in	  its	  attempt	  to	  reconcile	  two	  areas	  of	  inquiry	  which	  
seem	  far	  removed	  from	  each	  other	  and	  even	  methodologically	  at	  odds:	  on	  the	  one	  
hand,	  a	  typology	  of	  evolving	  stock	  characters	  that	  reflect	  broad	  trends	  in	  Russian	  
society;	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  a	  biographically-­‐oriented	  study	  of	  the	  individual	  singers	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who	  created	  them.	  Indeed,	  the	  main	  difficulty	  of	  researching	  and	  writing	  this	  
dissertation	  has	  been	  to	  mediate	  between	  the	  long	  view	  and	  the	  more	  immediate	  
focus	  on	  specific	  singers	  and	  roles.	  It	  is	  the	  same	  difficulty	  that	  accompanies	  the	  
study	  of	  any	  significant	  historical	  figure:	  to	  what	  extent	  should	  decisive	  historical	  
impact	  be	  attributed	  to	  his	  or	  her	  individual	  agency,	  and	  to	  what	  extent	  was	  he	  or	  
she	  simply	  a	  vehicle	  through	  which	  larger,	  more	  impersonal,	  long-­‐range	  historical	  
forces	  were	  manifested?	  	  
	   I	  have	  tried	  to	  strike	  a	  middle	  path	  between	  the	  “Great	  Man”	  school	  of	  history	  
as	  promulgated	  by	  Thomas	  Carlyle,	  which	  holds	  that	  certain	  people	  make	  history	  
through	  their	  personal	  charisma	  and	  decisive	  actions,	  and	  the	  historiography	  of	  
Carlyle’s	  many	  critics,	  which	  downplays	  individual	  figures	  and	  events	  and	  focuses	  
instead	  on	  slowly	  evolving	  social	  structures	  over	  the	  longue	  durée	  or	  long	  term	  (an	  
approach	  made	  famous	  by	  the	  French	  Annales	  School	  of	  historiography).4	  I	  have,	  of	  
course,	  adapted	  the	  latter	  approach	  for	  the	  needs	  of	  a	  musicological	  project	  rather	  
than	  employing	  it	  in	  precisely	  the	  same	  way	  as	  traditional	  longue	  durée	  historians	  
have	  done:	  although	  I	  do	  examine	  the	  changing	  economic,	  social,	  and	  political	  
climate	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russia,	  the	  slowly	  evolving	  structures	  that	  constitute	  
my	  primary	  subject	  of	  inquiry	  are	  operatic	  stock	  characters	  and	  the	  vocal	  
conventions	  associated	  with	  them.	  My	  contention	  is	  that	  these	  archetypal	  characters	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  For	  the	  “Great	  Man”	  school	  of	  history,	  see	  Thomas	  Carlyle,	  On	  Heroes,	  Hero-­‐Worship	  and	  the	  Heroic	  
in	  History	  (London:	  James	  Fraser,	  1841).	  For	  criticisms	  of	  this	  approach,	  see	  Herbert	  Spencer,	  The	  
Study	  of	  Sociology	  (New	  York:	  D.	  Appleton	  &	  Co.,	  1874);	  Lev	  Tolstoy,	  War	  and	  Peace,	  trans.	  Anthony	  
Briggs	  (London	  and	  New	  York:	  Penguin,	  2005);	  and	  Fernand	  Braudel,	  On	  History,	  trans.	  Sarah	  
Matthews	  (Chicago:	  University	  of	  Chicago	  Press,	  1980).	  Tolstoy,	  in	  particular,	  took	  the	  extreme	  
position	  that	  famous	  historical	  agents	  were	  merely	  the	  slaves	  of	  historical	  necessity.	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encapsulate	  certain	  fundamental	  realities	  of	  Russian	  society	  in	  a	  highly	  charged,	  
symbolic	  way,	  and	  that	  their	  evolution	  kept	  pace	  with	  changes	  in	  those	  realities.	  	  
	   It	  may	  be	  impossible	  fully	  to	  resolve	  the	  tension	  between	  the	  “Great	  Man”	  
approach	  and	  my	  long-­‐term	  structural	  or	  typological	  approach,	  though	  I	  will	  
certainly	  attempt	  to	  reconcile	  them	  further	  as	  this	  project	  continues	  to	  develop.	  
What	  does	  seem	  certain	  is	  that	  both	  approaches	  offer	  an	  enlightening	  and	  much-­‐
needed	  perspective	  on	  Russian	  opera.	  “Great	  Man”	  historiography,	  of	  course,	  has	  
long	  been	  a	  cliché	  of	  scholarship	  on	  composers.	  But	  this	  approach	  also	  makes	  it	  
possible	  to	  take	  seriously	  the	  contributions	  of	  star	  singers,	  a	  group	  of	  historical	  
agents	  who	  have	  been	  relatively	  ignored	  in	  Russian	  opera	  studies	  up	  to	  now.	  The	  
“Great	  Man”	  approach	  is	  well	  suited	  for	  celebrating	  the	  personal	  achievements	  of	  
heretofore	  unsung	  individuals,	  and	  it	  is	  time	  for	  these	  great	  men	  and	  women	  to	  
receive	  credit	  for	  their	  decisive	  impact	  on	  the	  repertoire.	  	  
	   The	  longue	  durée	  approach	  is	  also	  important,	  because	  its	  structural	  
orientation	  allows	  for	  the	  recognition	  of	  patterns,	  continuities,	  and	  evolutions	  in	  
operatic	  convention	  that	  are	  not	  obvious	  when	  one	  is	  focusing	  on	  an	  individual	  
singer	  or	  role.	  In	  a	  field	  where	  the	  bulk	  of	  scholarship	  focuses	  narrowly	  on	  one	  
historical	  agent	  or	  musical	  work,	  a	  bird’s-­‐eye	  view	  has	  much	  to	  offer.	  	  
	   The	  dissertation	  consists	  of	  four	  chapters,	  one	  for	  each	  major	  voice-­‐type.	  The	  
sequence	  of	  chapters	  begins	  with	  the	  most	  central	  voice-­‐type	  (bass)	  and	  ends	  with	  
the	  most	  peripheral	  one	  (mezzo).	  Each	  chapter	  proceeds	  chronologically,	  showing	  
how	  conventions	  of	  vocal	  writing	  evolved	  throughout	  the	  middle	  and	  later	  
nineteenth	  century	  in	  tandem	  with	  changing	  perceptions	  and	  ideals	  of	  social	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behavior.	  Because	  this	  process	  was	  so	  dependent	  on	  the	  agency	  of	  individual	  
singers,	  each	  chapter	  focuses	  on	  a	  small	  number	  of	  remarkable	  performers	  who	  
portrayals	  created	  seismic	  shifts	  in	  the	  operatic	  landscape.	  	  
	   Chapter	  1	  explores	  the	  most	  widely	  noted	  voice-­‐type	  in	  Russian	  opera,	  the	  
bass.	  I	  begin	  my	  investigation	  with	  Osip	  Petrov,	  the	  creator	  of	  Glinka’s	  title	  roles,	  
who	  was	  dubbed	  by	  Musorgsky	  as	  the	  “grandfather	  of	  Russian	  opera.”	  His	  reputedly	  
large	  yet	  agile	  voice	  and	  authoritative	  acting	  style	  shaped	  Russian	  perceptions	  of	  the	  
bass	  sound	  and	  persona.	  It	  was	  largely	  due	  to	  his	  charisma	  that	  Russian	  composers	  
came	  to	  see	  the	  bass	  voice	  as	  the	  ideal	  vehicle	  for	  patriotic	  heroes.	  
	   Yet	  Petrov’s	  desire	  for	  acting	  challenges	  led	  him	  later	  in	  his	  career	  to	  pursue	  
anti-­‐heroic	  and	  buffoonish	  roles,	  in	  the	  process	  undermining	  the	  mystique	  of	  the	  
patriotic	  bass	  figure	  that	  he	  had	  almost	  single-­‐handedly	  created.	  Indeed,	  the	  father-­‐
hero	  archetype	  lost	  credibility	  with	  each	  challenge	  to	  tsarist	  authority.	  In	  the	  wake	  
of	  the	  emancipation	  of	  the	  serfs,	  the	  women’s	  movement,	  and	  the	  anti-­‐tsarist	  radical	  
activism	  of	  the	  1860s,	  authority	  figures	  of	  any	  kind	  came	  to	  be	  seen	  as	  increasingly	  
problematic.	  Composers	  began	  painting	  lurid	  portraits	  of	  deeply	  flawed	  past	  tsars	  
such	  as	  Boris	  Godunov	  and	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible.	  Both	  would	  be	  brought	  to	  life	  with	  
chilling—and	  thrilling—intensity	  by	  Fyodor	  Chaliapin,	  the	  singer	  most	  responsible	  
for	  molding	  modern	  perceptions	  of	  Russian	  opera.	  The	  repertoire’s	  obsession	  with	  
the	  powerful	  father	  figure,	  whether	  benevolent	  or	  tyrannical,	  encapsulates	  Russia’s	  
love-­‐hate	  relationship	  with	  autocracy.	  	  
	   Chapter	  2	  explores	  the	  tenor	  voice.	  In	  contrast	  to	  the	  tenor	  lover-­‐heroes	  of	  
other	  national	  traditions,	  Russian	  tenors	  at	  midcentury	  are	  often	  conspicuously	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anti-­‐heroic	  in	  a	  way	  that	  reflects	  perennial	  concerns	  of	  older	  generations	  about	  
young	  men:	  that	  they	  are	  unstable,	  predatory,	  or	  ineffectual.	  This	  attitude	  is	  
consistent	  with	  a	  conservative,	  mostly	  state-­‐run	  theatrical	  establishment	  that	  
celebrated	  existing	  institutions	  and	  viewed	  youthful	  nonconformists	  with	  deep	  
suspicion.	  Yet	  young	  men	  in	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  century	  became	  increasingly	  
skeptical	  of	  state	  institutions.	  Shaking	  off	  paternal	  and	  state	  oversight	  by	  avoiding	  
what	  until	  then	  had	  been	  default	  employment	  in	  the	  civil	  service	  or	  the	  army,	  many	  
of	  them	  sought	  employment	  in	  the	  growing	  private	  sector.	  Some	  of	  them	  joined	  the	  
various	  radical	  anti-­‐tsarist	  groups	  that	  proliferated	  throughout	  the	  latter	  half	  of	  the	  
century.	  The	  most	  innovative	  tenors,	  Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky	  and	  Nikolai	  Figner,	  
shared	  these	  maverick	  tendencies.	  Their	  battles	  with	  their	  own	  fathers	  and	  the	  
theatrical	  directorate,	  their	  attempts	  to	  start	  their	  own	  opera	  companies,	  and	  (in	  
Figner’s	  case)	  an	  association	  with	  a	  notorious	  terrorist	  suggest	  a	  concrete	  link	  
between	  the	  rebellious	  characters	  they	  created	  (including	  the	  Pretender	  in	  Boris	  
Godunov	  and	  Gherman	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama)	  and	  the	  wider	  political	  and	  economic	  
unrest	  of	  their	  time.	  
	   Although	  neither	  man	  succeeded	  in	  keeping	  his	  own	  company	  afloat,	  others	  
with	  more	  business	  acumen	  followed	  in	  their	  footsteps,	  most	  notably	  the	  railroad	  
industrialist	  Savva	  Mamontov.	  His	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera	  competed	  with	  the	  
ossified	  and	  heavily	  censored	  Imperial	  theaters,	  offering	  world	  premieres	  of	  new,	  
experimental	  works	  by	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  among	  others.	  His	  bold	  entrepreneurial	  
attitude	  was	  an	  inspiration	  to	  the	  young	  urban	  professionals	  of	  his	  time	  and	  was	  
celebrated	  in	  some	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  fairy-­‐tale	  operas,	  in	  which	  a	  young	  tenor-­‐
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hero	  rises	  from	  inauspicious	  beginnings	  to	  win	  a	  fortune	  or	  a	  princess.	  Loosely	  
modeled	  on	  Wagner’s	  Siegfried,	  these	  enterprising	  young	  men	  reflect	  a	  more	  
positive	  attitude	  toward	  youth	  and	  change,	  in	  contrast	  to	  previous	  operas,	  which	  has	  
tended	  to	  glorify	  the	  bass	  father	  figure.	  In	  this	  connection,	  I	  focus	  on	  the	  career	  of	  
Ivan	  Yershov,	  the	  rags-­‐to-­‐riches	  Wagnerian	  tenor	  whom	  Rimsky	  considered	  the	  
definitive	  performer	  of	  his	  heroic	  roles.	  	  
	   Chapter	  3	  explores	  the	  soprano	  voice.	  I	  have	  been	  unable	  to	  find	  many	  
primary	  sources	  dealing	  with	  soprano	  singers	  before	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  century,	  
perhaps	  because	  for	  much	  of	  that	  time	  the	  primary	  dramaturgical	  function	  of	  the	  
soprano	  was	  to	  be	  the	  relatively	  helpless	  ingénue	  who	  provided	  a	  pretext	  for	  male	  
heroism.	  However,	  the	  soprano	  gradually	  rose	  in	  stature	  against	  the	  backdrop	  of	  the	  
women’s	  movement	  of	  the	  1860s.	  This	  process,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  ongoing	  influence	  of	  
Italian	  soprano	  vocality,	  led	  to	  the	  development	  in	  Russia	  of	  the	  dramatic	  soprano.	  It	  
is	  this	  timbre	  that	  international	  audiences	  today	  most	  often	  associate	  with	  Russian	  
sopranos.	  Ironically,	  the	  singer	  most	  responsible	  for	  establishing	  this	  style	  was	  not	  a	  
Russian	  but	  an	  Italian	  immigrant,	  Medea	  Mei.	  Her	  powerful	  voice	  and	  prima-­‐donna	  
demeanor	  on	  and	  off	  the	  stage	  made	  her	  one	  of	  Russia’s	  first	  true	  soprano	  
celebrities	  in	  the	  modern	  sense	  of	  the	  term.	  She	  was	  also	  one	  of	  the	  earliest	  singers	  
based	  in	  Russia	  who	  made	  recordings.	  Her	  renditions	  of	  arias	  by	  Puccini,	  Bizet,	  and	  
Chaikovsky	  and	  her	  status	  as	  the	  most	  popular	  Tatyana	  of	  her	  time	  suggest	  that	  the	  
verismo	  style	  had	  a	  substantial	  impact	  on	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  vocality	  and	  the	  
development	  of	  the	  modern	  Russian	  soprano	  sound.	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   Despite	  the	  increasing	  dominance	  of	  the	  dramatic	  soprano	  in	  the	  large	  
Imperial	  theaters,	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century	  saw	  the	  reemergence	  of	  the	  light	  soprano	  
at	  the	  smaller	  private	  companies,	  particularly	  in	  the	  operas	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.	  
Relegated	  to	  secondary	  roles	  for	  much	  of	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  century,	  this	  voice-­‐
type	  now	  took	  center	  stage	  as	  the	  sonic	  representative	  of	  an	  ethereal,	  introverted	  
fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  ideal.	  Outwardly	  passive	  but	  possessing	  a	  mysterious	  inner	  wisdom,	  
this	  revitalized	  ingénue	  plays	  the	  various	  roles	  of	  sacrificial	  victim,	  fantasy	  lover,	  
fairy-­‐tale	  heroine,	  and	  emissary	  from	  the	  spirit	  world.	  The	  resurgence	  of	  the	  light	  
soprano	  represents	  many	  things:	  a	  transference	  of	  French	  Symbolist	  aesthetics	  to	  
Russia;	  an	  embodiment	  of	  serenity	  and	  hope	  in	  turbulent	  times;	  a	  revitalization	  of	  
religion	  and	  mysticism.	  It	  was	  the	  soft,	  strange,	  nearly	  inhuman-­‐sounding	  voice	  of	  
one	  soprano,	  Nadezhda	  Zabela,	  that	  inspired	  Rimsky	  to	  write	  numerous	  fairy-­‐tale	  
operas	  and	  drove	  fans	  to	  speculate	  about	  incursions	  of	  the	  numinous	  into	  the	  
everyday	  world.	  This	  sound	  and	  the	  characters	  associated	  with	  it	  represent	  an	  ideal	  
of	  feminine	  purity	  that	  likely	  appealed	  both	  to	  conservatives	  who	  disliked	  the	  more	  
assertive	  or	  aggressive	  ideal	  promulgated	  by	  the	  women’s	  movement	  and	  to	  
progressives	  who	  saw	  innocent,	  vulnerable	  young	  women	  as	  the	  ultimate	  rebuke	  to	  
tsarist	  rapacity.	  As	  the	  bass	  voice’s	  association	  with	  wisdom	  and	  goodness	  waned,	  
the	  light	  soprano	  took	  its	  place.	  
	   Chapter	  4	  turns	  to	  mezzos,	  who,	  though	  they	  play	  a	  more	  substantial	  role	  in	  
this	  repertoire	  than	  in	  most	  other	  national	  traditions,	  nevertheless	  remain	  the	  most	  
marginal	  vocal	  presence	  in	  Russian	  opera.	  The	  rise	  of	  the	  mezzo	  voice	  began	  with	  
Anna	  Vorobyova,	  a	  star	  performer	  of	  Rossini	  trouser	  roles	  who	  went	  on	  to	  create	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intriguingly	  odd	  male	  characters	  in	  Glinka’s	  operas.	  After	  this	  short	  spate	  of	  trouser	  
roles,	  mezzos	  moved	  on	  in	  accordance	  with	  evolving	  Franco-­‐Italian	  conventions	  to	  
play	  mothers,	  romantic	  rivals,	  and	  seductive	  ethnic	  others.	  Surprisingly,	  however,	  
they	  also	  began	  to	  be	  cast	  as	  heroines	  in	  their	  own	  right.	  The	  difference	  between	  
these	  mezzo	  heroines	  and	  soprano	  ones	  is	  that	  the	  mezzos	  more	  frequently	  take	  on	  
“mannish”	  behaviors	  such	  as	  wielding	  weapons,	  engaging	  in	  political	  power	  
struggles,	  committing	  crimes,	  and,	  of	  course,	  singing	  in	  a	  lower	  range.	  They	  reflect	  
the	  influence	  of	  the	  radical	  wing	  of	  the	  Russian	  women’s	  movement,	  which	  
advocated	  abandoning	  decorative	  female	  attire,	  taking	  up	  professions	  outside	  the	  
home,	  and	  engaging	  in	  political	  activism	  that	  sometimes	  veered	  into	  violence.	  
	   The	  prominent	  mezzo	  singers	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  appear	  to	  have	  
anticipated	  the	  women’s	  movement:	  defying	  contemporary	  standards	  of	  feminine	  
beauty	  or	  deportment,	  Vorobyova	  and	  her	  successors	  Darya	  Leonova	  and	  Yelizaveta	  
Lavrovskaya	  created	  a	  pantheon	  of	  memorable	  characters	  and	  exerted	  a	  
mesmerizing	  personal	  influence	  on	  Musorgsky	  and	  Chaikovsky.	  However,	  theirs	  is	  
not	  a	  triumphal	  story.	  Like	  the	  most	  celebrated	  female	  radicals	  of	  their	  time,	  they	  
were	  severely	  punished	  for	  their	  non-­‐conformism.	  If	  artists	  are	  those	  who	  intuit	  and	  
expose	  the	  fault	  lines	  of	  the	  collectively	  constructed	  social	  edifice	  that	  we	  call	  
“reality,”	  mezzos,	  as	  a	  group,	  paid	  the	  highest	  professional	  price	  for	  it.	  
	   In	  summary,	  the	  project	  is	  a	  musical	  and	  cultural	  history	  that	  will	  examine	  
the	  ways	  in	  which	  the	  Russian	  intelligentsia’s	  ever-­‐changing	  attitudes	  toward	  
political	  and	  social	  relationships	  were	  codified	  in	  opera	  through	  the	  activities	  of	  star	  
singers	  and	  the	  conventions	  of	  voice-­‐type.	  While	  my	  research	  included	  many	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primary	  sources	  in	  Russian,	  my	  secondary	  sources	  were	  predominantly	  written	  by	  
Anglo-­‐American	  scholars.	  As	  my	  Russian	  reading	  skills	  continue	  to	  develop,	  I	  intend	  
to	  delve	  into	  more	  Russian	  secondary	  sources	  in	  future	  research.	  Since	  my	  chapters	  
will	  include	  discussion	  of	  many	  of	  these	  Anglo-­‐American	  writings,	  I	  have	  elected	  not	  
to	  do	  an	  exhaustive	  literature	  review	  in	  the	  introduction.	  However,	  it	  is	  necessary	  at	  
this	  point	  to	  mention	  a	  few	  books	  that	  have	  been	  especially	  influential	  in	  the	  field	  of	  
Russian	  opera	  studies	  and	  on	  this	  project	  in	  particular.	  	  
	   Until	  the	  mid-­‐1930s,	  little	  English-­‐language	  scholarship	  on	  Russian	  opera	  
existed	  besides	  synopses	  of	  plots.	  The	  first	  wave	  of	  serious	  scholarship	  began	  with	  
Gerald	  Abraham’s	  Studies	  in	  Russian	  Music	  (1935)	  and	  On	  Russian	  Music	  (1939).5	  He	  
describes	  the	  genesis	  and	  important	  musical	  themes	  of	  the	  operas	  of	  Glinka,	  
Musorgsky,	  and	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.	  He	  was	  among	  the	  first	  to	  make	  certain	  general	  
observations	  about	  Russian	  operatic	  convention	  that	  remain	  widely	  accepted	  today,	  
such	  as	  the	  static	  and	  episodic	  (as	  opposed	  to	  dramatic	  and	  teleological)	  
progression	  of	  scenes	  and	  the	  relative	  lack	  of	  interest	  in	  love	  stories.	  In	  other	  ways,	  
his	  work	  is	  apt	  to	  strike	  a	  modern	  scholar	  as	  dated:	  he	  tends	  to	  assign	  value	  to	  
operas	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  their	  perceived	  “Russianness,”	  yet	  paradoxically	  criticizes	  
them	  if	  they	  fail	  to	  incorporate	  widely	  used	  techniques	  in	  Western	  European	  opera.	  
For	  instance,	  he	  criticizes	  A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar	  for	  being	  too	  Italianate	  and	  
insufficiently	  Russian,	  but	  at	  the	  same	  time	  criticizes	  Prince	  Igor	  for	  failing	  to	  use	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  See	  Gerald	  Abraham,	  Studies	  in	  Russian	  Music:	  critical	  essays	  on	  the	  most	  important	  of	  Rimsky-­‐
Korsakov’s	  operas,	  Borodin’s	  ‘Prince	  Igor,’	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  ‘Stone	  Guest,’	  etc.;	  with	  chapters	  on	  Glinka,	  
Mussorgsky,	  Balakirev,	  and	  Tchaikovsky	  (London:	  William	  Reeves,	  1969)	  and	  On	  Russian	  Music:	  
critical	  and	  historical	  studies	  of	  Glinka’s	  operas,	  Balakirev’s	  works,	  etc.,	  with	  chapters	  dealing	  with	  
compositions	  by	  Borodin,	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Tchaikovsky,	  Mussorgsky,	  Glazunov,	  and	  various	  other	  
aspects	  of	  Russian	  music	  (Freeport,	  NY:	  Books	  for	  Libraries	  Press,	  1970).	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musical	  motifs	  in	  the	  manner	  of	  German	  leitmotivs.	  These	  reservations	  aside,	  his	  
work	  is	  worth	  returning	  to	  for	  its	  discussion	  of	  Rimsky,	  whose	  operas	  have	  gained	  
relatively	  little	  scholarly	  attention	  since.	  	  
	   The	  reigning	  dignitary	  of	  modern	  Anglophone	  Russian	  music	  studies	  is,	  of	  
course,	  Richard	  Taruskin.	  His	  landmark	  articles	  and	  essays,	  many	  of	  which	  are	  
collected	  in	  Opera	  and	  Drama	  as	  Preached	  and	  Practiced	  in	  the	  1860s,	  Musorgsky:	  
Eight	  Essays	  and	  an	  Epilogue,	  and	  Defining	  Russia	  Musically,	  go	  far	  beyond	  
biography,	  genesis	  history,	  and	  musical	  analysis,	  delving	  into	  the	  relationship	  
between	  opera	  and	  politics	  and	  into	  the	  meaning(s)	  generated	  by	  these	  operas	  both	  
for	  nineteenth-­‐century	  audiences	  and	  audiences	  today.6	  One	  of	  his	  most	  important	  
insights	  is	  that	  Russian	  music	  has	  always	  been	  a	  cosmopolitan	  phenomenon.	  The	  
supposedly	  native	  music	  of	  Glinka	  and	  the	  Mighty	  Handful	  actually	  arose	  from	  an	  
exchange	  with	  Western	  European	  musical	  traditions	  rather	  than	  from	  a	  turn	  away	  
from	  those	  traditions	  (and	  most	  of	  the	  “folk	  songs”	  in	  their	  operas,	  long	  thought	  to	  
be	  authentic,	  are	  ersatz	  Westernized	  fabrications	  rather	  than	  genuine	  folk	  songs).	  
Taruskin	  also	  provides	  a	  most	  perceptive	  account	  of	  Russia’s	  musical	  identity	  crisis	  
as	  a	  nation	  caught	  between	  East	  and	  West.	  Although	  Russia	  turned	  definitively	  
westward	  with	  the	  reign	  of	  Peter	  the	  Great,	  it	  continued	  to	  be	  perceived	  as	  “other”	  
by	  many	  in	  Western	  Europe.	  In	  turn,	  Russia	  “othered”	  the	  peoples	  of	  Asia	  and	  the	  
Middle	  East	  who	  came	  under	  its	  imperial	  sway,	  largely	  via	  Orientalist	  tropes	  in	  its	  
opera,	  while	  also	  sometimes	  claiming	  Eastern	  identity	  for	  itself—a	  theme	  that	  I	  will	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  See	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  Opera	  and	  Drama	  in	  Russia	  as	  Preached	  and	  Practiced	  in	  the	  1860s	  (Ann	  
Arbor:	  University	  of	  Michigan	  Press,	  1981);	  Musorgsky:	  Eight	  Essays	  and	  an	  Epilogue	  (Princeton:	  
Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1993);	  and	  Defining	  Russia	  Musically:	  Historical	  and	  Hermeneutical	  Essays	  
(Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1997).	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take	  up	  in	  my	  discussion	  of	  Chaliapin.	  It	  is	  fair	  to	  say	  that	  Taruskin’s	  brilliant	  
revisionist	  work	  on	  this	  and	  other	  political	  issues	  in	  Russian	  music	  has	  determined	  
many	  of	  the	  new	  directions	  in	  Russian	  opera	  scholarship.	  	  
	   The	  fraught	  question	  of	  Russian	  nationalism	  and	  Self/Other	  identity	  politics	  
has	  been	  taken	  up	  by	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  in	  Russian	  Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  
Glinka	  to	  Stalin.	  She	  uses	  Taruskin’s	  thesis	  about	  Russian	  musical	  cosmopolitanism	  
as	  a	  springboard	  for	  a	  more	  rigorously	  historicized	  discussion	  of	  the	  relationships	  of	  
specific	  composers	  and	  their	  works	  to	  various	  nationalist	  agendas	  of	  the	  time.	  In	  
fact,	  Russian	  musical	  nationalism	  was	  not	  a	  monolithic	  ideal;	  rather,	  there	  were	  
several	  competing	  concepts	  of	  nationalism	  at	  various	  periods,	  and	  there	  were	  
several	  competing	  ideas	  about	  how	  to	  convey	  nationalism	  in	  music.	  Composers	  who	  
consciously	  sought	  to	  do	  this	  did	  it	  in	  three	  distinct	  ways:	  they	  used	  popular	  styles	  
that	  already	  carried	  associations	  of	  nationality;	  they	  avoided	  recognizably	  Western	  
idioms	  and	  simply	  wrote	  unconventional	  new	  music	  that	  they	  marketed	  as	  Russian;	  
or	  they	  sought	  a	  primeval	  source	  of	  Russianness	  in	  folk	  song	  or	  liturgical	  chant.7	  
This	  book	  has	  been	  particularly	  relevant	  for	  my	  project	  because	  certain	  singers	  
were	  also	  co-­‐opted	  into	  these	  attempts	  at	  musical	  nationalism—specifically,	  into	  the	  
creation	  of	  archetypal	  nationalist	  heroes	  such	  as	  Ivan	  Susanin	  in	  A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar.	  	  
	   The	  works	  of	  Taruskin	  and	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  mentioned	  above	  are	  very	  
concerned	  with	  the	  politics	  of	  representation.	  This	  line	  of	  inquiry	  is,	  of	  course,	  
extremely	  fruitful	  for	  any	  study	  of	  operatic	  stock	  characters,	  since	  these	  character	  
types	  encapsulate	  widely	  held	  (and	  inevitably	  politicized)	  assumptions	  about	  social	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  See	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  Russian	  Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  Glinka	  to	  Stalin	  (New	  Haven:	  Yale	  
University	  Press,	  2007).	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roles	  in	  a	  given	  society.	  It	  is	  hardly	  surprising	  that	  a	  country	  with	  such	  a	  bitter	  
political	  history	  as	  Russia	  has	  generated	  a	  large	  amount	  of	  scholarship	  that	  takes	  the	  
political	  as	  its	  starting	  point.	  In	  some	  cases,	  particularly	  with	  Taruskin’s	  more	  recent	  
work,	  the	  result	  is	  scholarship	  that	  is	  itself	  highly	  politicized	  or	  even	  polemical.8	  My	  
dissertation,	  too,	  is	  political	  insofar	  as	  it	  is	  concerned	  with	  identity	  politics.	  But	  I	  
have	  also	  tried	  to	  think	  in	  other,	  less	  politicized	  ways	  about	  how	  music	  mediates	  
social	  meaning.	  For	  example,	  what	  of	  Russian	  opera’s	  relationship	  to	  religion	  and	  
spirituality	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  and	  early	  twentieth	  centuries?	  	  
	   One	  book	  that	  has	  proven	  inspirational	  in	  this	  regard	  is	  Simon	  Morrison’s	  
Russian	  Opera	  and	  the	  Symbolist	  Movement,	  which	  focuses	  on	  the	  decadent	  
mysticism	  of	  several	  unusual	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  operas.9	  This	  book,	  which	  
elucidates	  an	  enigmatic	  phase	  of	  Russian	  artistic	  history,	  has	  provided	  me	  with	  
much	  needed	  background	  on	  Symbolism	  for	  my	  own	  work	  on	  the	  singers	  who	  
created	  or	  inspired	  the	  strange,	  ethereal	  soprano	  heroines	  of	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle.	  The	  
significance	  of	  these	  characters	  is	  difficult	  to	  pin	  down	  from	  a	  political	  perspective;	  
they	  and	  their	  reception	  make	  more	  sense	  as	  manifestations	  of	  a	  utopian	  spiritual	  
sensibility	  that	  was	  not	  committed	  to	  one	  particular	  political	  movement.	  I	  hope	  to	  
explore	  the	  relationship	  between	  these	  roles,	  the	  women	  who	  created	  them,	  and	  
Symbolist	  aesthetics	  in	  greater	  depth	  in	  the	  future.	  	  
	   Finally,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  mention	  Julie	  Buckler’s	  The	  Literary	  Lorgnette:	  
Attending	  Opera	  in	  Imperial	  Russia,	  which	  studies	  not	  specific	  operas	  but	  opera-­‐
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  See	  Taruskin,	  On	  Russian	  Music	  (Berkeley:	  University	  of	  California	  Press,	  2009).	  	  
9	  See	  Simon	  Morrison,	  Russian	  Opera	  and	  the	  Symbolist	  Movement	  (Berkeley:	  University	  of	  California	  
Press,	  2002).	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going	  culture.	  Her	  thesis	  is	  that	  Russian	  operagoers	  absorbed	  Western	  European	  
operas	  and	  the	  culture	  associated	  with	  them	  and	  then	  refashioned	  them,	  primarily	  
via	  literature,	  in	  line	  with	  their	  own	  preferences	  and	  concerns.	  For	  instance,	  she	  
discusses	  the	  fate	  of	  La	  Traviata	  in	  opera	  houses	  and	  charts	  the	  deployment	  and	  
reinterpretation	  of	  the	  “fallen	  woman”	  archetype	  in	  literature	  and	  contemporary	  
debates	  about	  the	  proper	  role	  of	  women	  in	  society.	  The	  book	  is	  unusually	  sensitive	  
to	  the	  role	  that	  consumers	  play	  in	  the	  creation	  of	  culture	  through	  their	  active,	  
purposeful	  utilization	  of	  cultural	  products.10	  Although	  her	  approach	  is	  literary	  
rather	  than	  musicological,	  the	  book	  was	  an	  important	  inspiration	  for	  my	  work,	  
because	  my	  dissertation	  too	  is	  concerned	  with	  opera	  audiences,	  fandom,	  and	  the	  
influence	  of	  Italian	  operatic	  conventions.	  	  
	   Since	  scholarship	  on	  Russian	  opera	  has	  been	  so	  deeply	  rooted	  in	  the	  specifics	  
of	  Russian	  history,	  it	  has	  remained	  relatively	  isolated	  from	  recent	  developments	  in	  
mainstream	  (that	  is,	  French,	  Italian,	  and	  German)	  opera	  scholarship.	  I	  will	  save	  
detailed	  discussion	  of	  this	  scholarship	  for	  my	  chapters.	  For	  now,	  it	  is	  simply	  
necessary	  to	  note	  that	  these	  newer	  methodologies	  include	  consideration	  of	  the	  
impact	  of	  singers	  on	  composition,	  dramaturgy,	  and	  reception	  of	  opera,11	  approaches	  
that	  emphasize	  gender,12	  score	  analyses	  that	  focus	  on	  the	  vocal	  line	  rather	  than	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  See	  Julie	  Buckler,	  The	  Literary	  Lorgnette:	  Attending	  Opera	  in	  Imperial	  Russia	  (Stanford:	  Stanford	  
University	  Press,	  2000).	  	  
11	  See	  Karen	  Henson,	  “Verdi,	  Victor	  Maurel	  and	  Fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  Operatic	  Performance,”	  Cambridge	  
Opera	  Journal,	  vol.	  19,	  issue	  01	  (March,	  2007),	  59-­‐84;	  Hilary	  Poriss,	  Changing	  the	  Score:	  Arias,	  Prima	  
Donnas,	  and	  the	  Authority	  of	  Performance	  (Oxford:	  Oxford	  University	  Press,	  2009);	  and	  Susan	  
Rutherford,	  The	  Prima	  Donna	  and	  Opera	  1815-­‐1930	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  2006).	  	  
12	  See	  Blackmer,	  Corinne	  E.	  and	  Patricia	  Juliana	  Smith,	  En	  Travesti:	  Women,	  Gender	  	  
Subversion,	  Opera	  (New	  York:	  Columbia	  University	  Press,	  1995);	  Heather	  Hadlock,	  “The	  Career	  of	  
Cherubino,	  or	  the	  Trouser	  Role	  Grows	  Up”	  in	  Siren	  Songs:	  Representations	  of	  Gender	  and	  Sexuality	  in	  
Opera,	  ed.	  Mary	  Ann	  Smart	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  2000),	  67-­‐92	  and	  “Women	  Playing	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harmonic	  or	  formal	  analysis	  favored	  by	  traditional	  music	  theory,13	  and	  the	  
examination	  of	  early	  sound	  recordings	  in	  order	  to	  better	  understand	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐
century	  singing	  styles.14	  I	  also	  hope	  to	  approach	  the	  fraught	  subject	  of	  the	  politics	  of	  
Russian	  opera	  in	  a	  novel	  way:	  rather	  than	  analyzing	  specific	  operas	  as	  manifestoes	  
of	  cogent,	  unitary	  ideologies,	  I	  seek	  to	  lay	  bare	  the	  politics	  of	  everyday	  life	  and	  show	  
how	  larger	  political	  issues	  emerge	  out	  of	  the	  micropolitics	  of	  local	  social	  
relationships,	  such	  as	  those	  between	  singers	  and	  theater	  directorates	  or	  between	  
opera’s	  fictional	  and	  actual	  fathers	  and	  children.	  Last	  but	  not	  least,	  the	  dissertation	  
attempts	  to	  raise	  awareness	  of	  several	  singers	  who	  have	  faded	  into	  oblivion,	  but	  
who	  crystallized	  the	  ideals,	  fears,	  and	  longings	  of	  their	  time.	  	  
	   Singers	  lived	  with	  one	  foot	  in	  the	  trenches	  of	  a	  rapidly	  evolving	  society	  and	  
the	  other	  foot	  in	  the	  fantastic,	  rarefied	  world	  of	  opera.	  Their	  art	  imitated	  their	  lives;	  
they	  drew	  on	  their	  own	  experiences	  to	  create	  indelible	  characters	  that	  resonated	  
with	  the	  passions	  of	  the	  era	  and	  fired	  the	  imaginations	  of	  an	  already	  volatile	  
intelligentsia.	  Their	  activity	  on	  and	  off	  the	  stage	  serves	  as	  a	  microcosm	  of	  the	  events	  
that	  polarized	  Russian	  educated	  society	  in	  the	  years	  leading	  up	  to	  the	  Revolution.	  
Complementing	  my	  study	  of	  voice-­‐type	  conventions	  adopted	  by	  composers,	  my	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Men	  in	  Italian	  Opera,	  1810-­‐1835”	  in	  Women’s	  Voices	  Across	  Musical	  Worlds,	  ed.	  Jane	  A.	  Bernstein	  
(Boston:	  Northeastern	  University,	  2004),	  285-­‐307;	  Roger	  Freitas,	  “The	  Eroticism	  of	  Emasculation:	  
confronting	  the	  baroque	  body	  of	  the	  castrato,”	  in	  The	  Journal	  of	  Musicology,	  vol.	  20,	  issue	  2	  (Jan.,	  
2003),	  196-­‐249;	  and	  Inna	  Naroditskaya,	  Bewitching	  Russian	  Opera:	  The	  Tsarina	  from	  State	  to	  Stage	  
(Oxford:	  Oxford	  University	  Press,	  2012).	  	  
13	  See	  Mary	  Ann	  Smart,	  “The	  Silencing	  of	  Lucia,”	  Cambridge	  Opera	  Journal,	  vol.	  4,	  no.	  2	  (July,	  1992),	  
119-­‐41.	  	  
14	  For	  this	  approach,	  I	  am	  indebted	  to	  my	  adviser,	  Karen	  Henson,	  who	  employed	  it	  in	  her	  course	  
“Physiognomies	  of	  Opera:	  Singers,	  Opera,	  and	  Performance	  in	  the	  Nineteenth	  Century”	  at	  Columbia	  
University.	  See	  Karen	  Henson,	  “Rough	  Tunes:	  Enrico	  Caruso	  and	  the	  Emergence	  of	  the	  Operatic	  
Recording	  Artist,”	  paper	  delivered	  at	  the	  annual	  American	  Musicological	  Society	  conference	  in	  
November	  2011.	  See	  also	  Roger	  Freitas,	  “The	  Art	  of	  Artlessness,	  or,	  Adelina	  Patti	  Teaches	  Us	  How	  To	  
Be	  Natural,”	  paper	  delivered	  at	  the	  annual	  American	  Musicological	  Society	  conference	  in	  November	  
2011.	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biographical	  study	  of	  prominent	  singers	  reveals	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  broader	  social	  
developments	  affected	  individual	  singers’	  careers	  and	  in	  turn	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  
their	  charismatic	  performances	  shaped	  public	  attitudes	  toward	  social	  change.	  This	  
dissertation	  thus	  constitutes	  a	  new	  chapter	  in	  the	  story	  of	  opera’s	  engagement	  with	  

























The	  Russian	  temperament	  does	  not	  appear	  to	  know	  half	  measures.	  It	  is	  by	  disposition	  inclined	  to	  
extremes	  of	  mood	  and	  sensitivity.	  	  Such	  is	  our	  strange	  Russian	  nature	  that	  its	  good	  and	  its	  bad	  sides	  
know	  no	  moderation.	  
	   	   -­‐-­‐Fyodor	  Chaliapin1	  
	  
Listen	  to	  a	  Russian	  bass	  (a	  church	  bass—opera	  is	  a	  genre	  in	  which	  the	  voice	  has	  gone	  over	  in	  its	  
entirety	  to	  dramatic	  expressivity,	  a	  voice	  with	  a	  grain	  which	  little	  signifies):	  something	  is	  there,	  
manifest	  and	  stubborn	  (one	  hears	  only	  that),	  beyond	  (or	  before)	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  words,	  their	  
form	  (the	  litany),	  the	  melisma,	  and	  even	  the	  style	  of	  execution:	  something	  which	  is	  directly	  the	  
cantor’s	  body,	  brought	  to	  your	  ears	  in	  one	  and	  the	  same	  movement	  from	  deep	  down	  in	  the	  cavities,	  
the	  muscles,	  the	  membranes,	  the	  cartilages,	  and	  from	  deep	  down	  in	  the	  Slavonic	  language,	  as	  though	  
a	  single	  skin	  lined	  the	  inner	  flesh	  of	  the	  performer	  and	  the	  music	  he	  sings.	  The	  voice	  is	  not	  personal:	  
it	  expresses	  nothing	  of	  the	  cantor,	  of	  his	  soul;	  it	  is	  not	  original	  (all	  Russian	  cantors	  have	  roughly	  the	  
same	  voice),	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  it	  is	  individual:	  it	  has	  us	  hear	  a	  body	  which	  has	  no	  civil	  identity,	  no	  
‘personality’,	  but	  which	  is	  nevertheless	  a	  separate	  body.	  Above	  all,	  this	  voice	  bears	  along	  directly	  the	  
symbolic,	  over	  the	  intelligible,	  the	  expressive:	  here,	  thrown	  in	  front	  of	  us	  like	  a	  packet,	  is	  the	  Father,	  
his	  phallic	  stature.	  
	   	   -­‐-­‐Roland	  Barthes2	  
	  
Like	  so	  many	  great	  Russian	  singers,	  Chaliapin	  is	  a	  bass.	  An	  extremely	  interesting	  parallel	  can	  be	  
drawn	  between	  this	  fact	  and	  the	  predilection	  Russian	  composers	  have	  shown	  for	  basses	  in	  their	  
operas:	  it	  is	  precisely	  for	  this	  voice	  that	  their	  best,	  most	  characteristic	  roles	  were	  written.	  A	  Life	  for	  
the	  Tsar	  (Susanin),	  Rusalka	  (the	  Miller),	  Boris	  Godunov	  (Boris),	  Judith	  (Holofernes),	  The	  Maid	  of	  Pskov	  
(Ivan	  the	  Terrible),	  Prince	  Igor	  (Vladimir	  Galitsky),	  Mozart	  and	  Salieri	  (Salieri),	  etc…	  
	   	   -­‐-­‐Yuri	  Engel3	  
	  	  	  	  	  
	  
The	  most	  salient	  vocal	  presence	  besides	  that	  of	  the	  priest	  in	  a	  Russian	  Orthodox	  
church	  service	  belongs	  to	  the	  cantor,	  traditionally	  a	  bass	  soloist.	  He	  is	  accompanied	  
by	  a	  choir	  which	  includes,	  among	  other	  voice-­‐types,	  the	  so-­‐called	  “Russian	  bass.”	  
This	  colloquial	  term	  refers	  to	  an	  exceptionally	  deep	  voice	  which	  can	  reach	  notes	  
outside	  of	  the	  standard	  bass	  range,	  including	  pitches	  more	  than	  two	  octaves	  below	  
middle	  C.	  This	  vocal	  practice	  is	  a	  defining	  component	  of	  traditional	  Russian	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Quoted	  from	  Victor	  Borovsky,	  Chaliapin:	  A	  Critical	  Biography	  (New	  York:	  Knopf,	  1988),	  26.	  	  
	  
2	  Quoted	  from	  Roland	  Barthes,	  “The	  Grain	  of	  the	  Voice,”	  in	  Image,	  Music,	  Text,	  trans.	  Stephen	  Heath	  
(New	  York:	  Noonday,	  1988),	  181-­‐82.	  
	  
3	  From	  Engel’s	  1900	  essay	  “Russian	  Opera	  and	  Chaliapin,”	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  268.	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Orthodox	  church	  music,	  in	  which	  the	  main	  bass	  part	  is	  frequently	  doubled	  at	  the	  
octave	  below.	  The	  fact	  that	  this	  doubling	  occurs	  most	  often	  at	  cadences	  suggests	  
that	  the	  lowest	  human	  range	  is	  conceptually	  linked	  to	  the	  ideas	  of	  finality,	  
resolution,	  stasis,	  and	  divine	  order.	  The	  puzzling	  and	  seemingly	  miraculous	  nature	  
of	  this	  sound4,	  at	  the	  borders	  of	  human	  physical	  capability	  and	  auditory	  perception	  
where	  the	  lowest	  pitches	  disappear	  into	  silence,	  evokes	  the	  impenetrable	  mystery	  of	  
God.5	  If	  the	  most	  extreme	  sonic	  embodiment	  of	  divinity	  in	  the	  premodern	  Catholic	  
tradition	  was	  the	  ethereal	  voice	  of	  the	  boy	  soprano	  or	  castrato,	  its	  opposite	  extreme	  
in	  the	  Orthodox	  tradition	  was	  the	  sepulchral	  voice	  of	  the	  oktavist.	  	  
	   The	  mystique	  of	  the	  Russian	  Orthodox	  bass,	  so	  brilliantly	  (if	  preciously)	  
articulated	  by	  Roland	  Barthes,	  also	  extends	  to	  the	  realm	  of	  opera.	  Eastern	  European	  
operatic	  baritones	  and	  basses	  are	  popularly	  thought	  of	  as	  having	  unusually	  low,	  
deep	  voices:	  a	  typical	  review	  asserts	  that	  “Ukrainian	  native	  Vitalij	  Kowaljow	  intoned	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Foreign	  observers	  in	  particular	  were	  astonished:	  the	  French	  composer	  Adolphe	  Adam	  reported	  in	  
1840	  that	  “[W]hat	  gives	  their	  performances	  the	  sense	  of	  peculiar	  strangeness	  is	  the	  character	  of	  the	  
Bass	  voices,	  which	  extend	  from	  low	  A	  (3	  lines	  below	  the	  Bass	  stave),	  to	  middle	  C,	  and	  produce	  an	  
incredible	  effect	  by	  doubling	  the	  ordinary	  Basses	  at	  the	  interval	  of	  an	  8ve	  below	  them.	  These	  human	  
double-­‐basses	  never	  sing	  except	  in	  the	  chorus,	  if	  heard	  separately,	  their	  voices	  would	  be	  very	  heavy;	  
when	  heard	  in	  the	  service,	  the	  effect	  was	  admirable.	  The	  first	  time	  I	  heard	  this	  splendid	  choir	  I	  was	  
stirred	  to	  such	  emotion	  as	  I	  had	  never	  felt	  before.	  From	  the	  very	  first	  bars	  of	  the	  piece	  I	  was	  
profoundly	  moved.”	  Quoted	  from	  A.	  M.	  Henderson,	  “Russian	  Church	  Music,”	  Proceedings	  of	  the	  
Musical	  Association,	  46th	  session	  (1919-­‐1920),	  5.	  
	  
5	  Eastern	  Orthodox	  theology	  stresses	  the	  mystery	  and	  unknowability	  of	  God,	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  more	  
analytical	  traditions	  of	  Catholicism	  and	  Protestantism,	  which	  are	  concerned	  with	  precisely	  defining	  
His	  attributes.	  It	  developed	  largely	  through	  meditative	  practices	  rather	  than	  logic-­‐based	  discourse	  
and	  argumentation.	  See	  Jaroslav	  Pelikan,	  The	  Spirit	  of	  Eastern	  Christendom	  (600-­‐1700)	  (Chicago:	  
University	  of	  Chicago	  Press,	  1974).	  One	  might	  suggest	  that	  the	  prominence	  of	  extraordinarily	  low,	  
restrained	  voices	  in	  Orthodox	  music	  is	  an	  intuitively	  appropriate	  sonic	  embodiment	  of	  this	  tradition.	  
A	  more	  obvious	  factor,	  of	  course,	  is	  the	  lack	  of	  organs	  in	  Orthodox	  churches;	  thus	  the	  oktavisty	  
provide	  the	  low	  frequencies	  that	  in	  non-­‐Orthodox	  churches	  would	  be	  provided	  by	  an	  organ.	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Gremin’s	  princely	  platitudes	  with	  a	  deep	  and	  sonorous	  Slavic	  bass.”6	  This	  may	  to	  
some	  extent	  be	  a	  perception	  rather	  than	  a	  reality:	  Russian	  bass	  and	  baritone	  
operatic	  roles	  are	  composed	  for	  the	  same	  ranges	  as	  the	  analogous	  roles	  in	  other	  
national	  traditions.	  There	  are	  no	  oktavisty	  in	  this	  repertoire,	  presumably	  because	  
extremely	  low-­‐pitched	  singing	  would	  be	  difficult	  to	  hear	  over	  an	  orchestra.7	  
Chaliapin,	  the	  paradigmatic	  Russian	  bass,	  hits	  a	  clarion	  high	  F	  at	  the	  end	  of	  a	  1931	  
recording	  of	  Farlaf’s	  aria;8	  the	  foremost	  Russian	  bass-­‐baritone	  of	  the	  last	  fifteen	  
years,	  Dmitri	  Hvorostovsky,	  has	  steadily	  moved	  upward	  in	  range	  to	  embrace	  even	  
the	  high-­‐lying	  baritone	  role	  of	  Giorgio	  Germont	  in	  La	  traviata.	  However,	  partly	  as	  a	  
consequence	  of	  the	  Russian	  language,	  their	  timbre	  is	  unmistakably	  different	  from	  
that	  of	  their	  non-­‐Russian	  peers:	  darker,	  with	  more	  closed	  vowels	  such	  as	  y,	  vowels	  
such	  as	  ы that	  are	  positioned	  far	  back	  in	  the	  mouth, and	  consonants	  such	  as	  the	  hard	  
l	  which	  force	  the	  preceding	  vowels	  even	  further	  back	  towards	  the	  throat.	  
Furthermore,	  rather	  than	  projecting	  their	  voices	  primarily	  forward	  into	  the	  sinuses	  
and	  upper	  chest,	  they	  seem	  to	  project	  them	  primarily	  downward	  into	  the	  lower	  
chest.9	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  See	  John	  von	  Rhein,	  “Exceptional	  ‘Onegin’	  at	  Lyric,”	  Chicago	  Tribune,	  3	  March	  2008.	  Online.	  
http://articles.chicagotribune.com/2008-­‐03-­‐03/features/0803020145_1_lyric-­‐opera-­‐roles-­‐civic-­‐
opera-­‐house	  Incidentally,	  African	  Americans	  are	  also	  perceived	  as	  having	  deeper-­‐than-­‐average	  
voices.	  Nikolai	  Kachanov,	  the	  director	  of	  the	  Russian	  Chamber	  Chorus	  of	  New	  York,	  calls	  Paul	  
Robeson	  the	  “American	  Chaliapin.”	  	  
	  
7	  Russian	  Orthodox	  music	  is	  traditionally	  sung	  a	  cappella.	  	  
	  
8	  Fyodor	  Chaliapin,	  “Russlan	  and	  Ludmilla—Farlaf’s	  Rondo,”	  Feodor	  Chaliapin	  Sings	  Russian	  Music	  
Vol.	  1,	  originally	  recorded	  1931	  (Wadhurst,	  UK:	  Pearl,	  1991).	  
	  
9	  As	  a	  member	  of	  the	  Russian	  Chamber	  Chorus	  of	  New	  York,	  I	  have	  experienced	  the	  pedagogy	  of	  
director	  Nikolai	  Kachanov.	  In	  order	  to	  achieve	  the	  requisite	  deep	  timbre	  for	  Rachmaninov’s	  Liturgy	  
of	  St.	  John	  Chrysostom,	  Nikolai	  exhorted	  us	  to	  project	  our	  voices	  downward	  into	  the	  “fibers”	  of	  our	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   Although	  a	  thoroughgoing	  study	  of	  timbre	  and	  Russian	  vocal	  pedagogy	  
would	  be	  most	  illuminating,	  my	  goal	  is	  not	  so	  much	  to	  explain	  the	  way	  in	  which	  the	  
Russian	  bass	  sound	  is	  produced	  as	  to	  explore	  the	  social	  meanings	  and	  values	  that	  
are	  embedded	  in	  it	  via	  its	  association	  with	  certain	  kinds	  of	  operatic	  characters.	  Why	  
did	  Russian	  opera	  composers	  and	  audiences	  develop	  a	  predilection	  for	  such	  a	  deep	  
sound,	  and	  why	  are	  so	  many	  of	  this	  repertoire’s	  protagonists	  basses?	  I	  have	  already	  
suggested	  that	  the	  roots	  of	  this	  preference	  lie	  in	  a	  centuries-­‐old	  association	  of	  the	  
bass	  voice	  with	  the	  concept	  of	  divine	  authority,	  but	  the	  power	  of	  the	  Orthodox	  
Church	  was	  waning	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century.	  What	  other	  factors—specific	  to	  that	  
century—affected	  the	  way	  in	  which	  the	  bass	  voice	  was	  used	  by	  composers	  and	  
perceived	  by	  audiences?	  
	   The	  most	  obvious	  factor	  was	  the	  Western	  European	  operatic	  tradition,	  the	  
most	  important	  source	  of	  Russian	  operatic	  conventions.	  By	  the	  mid-­‐nineteenth	  
century,	  pan-­‐European	  convention	  dictated	  that	  young	  male	  characters	  be	  
composed	  for	  tenors	  and	  old	  ones	  for	  basses.	  Since	  the	  lingering	  aristocratic	  social	  
order	  concentrated	  power	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  older	  men,	  this	  meant	  that	  most	  operatic	  
authority	  figures—fathers,	  kings,	  and	  priests—were	  portrayed	  by	  baritones	  and	  
basses.	  The	  tendency	  to	  equate	  social	  power	  with	  the	  lower	  male	  voice	  became	  so	  
strong	  that	  it	  took	  on	  a	  life	  of	  its	  own,	  apart	  from	  considerations	  of	  age;	  thus,	  even	  in	  
plots	  that	  feature	  two	  primary	  male	  characters	  of	  similar	  age	  (e.g.	  Lucia	  di	  
Lammermoor	  or	  Il	  trovatore),	  the	  one	  who	  holds	  a	  higher	  rank	  or	  owns	  more	  
property	  is	  composed	  for	  a	  lower	  voice.	  In	  most	  major	  Italian,	  French,	  or	  German	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
lower	  chest	  and	  abdomen	  (an	  image	  that	  recalls	  Barthes’	  “muscles,”	  “membranes,”	  and	  “cartilages”)	  
and	  to	  sing	  with	  closed	  vowels	  and	  minimal	  vibrato.	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operas	  of	  the	  mid-­‐	  to	  late	  nineteenth	  century,	  the	  plot	  pits	  a	  forthright,	  politically	  
powerless	  or	  inexperienced	  tenor	  against	  a	  baritone	  or	  bass	  authority	  figure.10	  	  
	   It	  is	  not	  difficult	  to	  offer	  a	  political	  reading	  of	  this	  convention.	  During	  the	  
nineteenth	  century,	  so	  the	  historical	  commonplace	  goes,	  the	  bourgeoisie	  overturned	  
the	  anachronistic	  political	  institutions	  and	  social	  customs	  which	  benefited	  the	  
aristocracy	  but	  which	  the	  middle	  class	  found	  oppressive.	  Not	  surprisingly,	  many	  
members	  of	  this	  dissatisfied,	  upwardly	  mobile	  middle	  class	  —	  which	  formed	  the	  
core	  of	  opera	  audiences	  —	  were	  drawn	  to	  stories	  that	  dealt	  with	  young	  people’s	  
efforts	  to	  combat	  the	  institutions	  and	  customs	  of	  earlier	  eras.	  For	  this	  reason,	  
Western	  male	  protagonists	  are	  often	  sympathetic	  young	  rebels,	  typecast	  as	  tenors	  in	  
order	  to	  contrast	  sonically	  with	  their	  older,	  more	  politically	  powerful	  bass	  or	  
baritone	  opponents.11	  While	  it	  would	  be	  an	  exaggeration	  to	  claim	  that	  most	  of	  these	  
lower-­‐voiced	  men	  are	  villains,	  they	  tend	  to	  be	  more	  calculating	  and	  manipulative	  
than	  the	  tenors,	  and	  more	  willing	  to	  use	  questionable	  means	  in	  order	  to	  reach	  their	  
ends.	  	  
	   Russian	  operatic	  composers	  for	  the	  most	  part	  accepted	  the	  convention	  of	  
casting	  younger	  men	  as	  tenors	  and	  older	  men	  as	  baritones	  and	  basses.12	  However,	  
Russian	  opera	  differs	  from	  Western	  European	  opera	  in	  its	  willingness	  to	  cast	  basses	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  Rigoletto	  is	  a	  notable	  exception	  to	  this	  rule:	  the	  young	  Duke	  is	  a	  tenor,	  while	  the	  mature	  Rigoletto	  is	  
a	  baritone.	  Evidently,	  in	  the	  few	  operatic	  instances	  where	  a	  young	  man	  has	  power	  over	  an	  older	  one,	  
the	  convention	  that	  associates	  lower	  voices	  with	  age	  trumps	  the	  convention	  that	  associates	  them	  
with	  power.	  	  
	  
11	  See	  Gilles	  de	  Van,	  Verdi’s	  Theater:	  Creating	  Drama	  through	  Music,	  trans.	  Gilda	  Roberts	  (Chicago:	  
Chicago	  University	  Press,	  1998),	  93-­‐182.	  	  
	  
12	  However,	  occasionally	  a	  ridiculous	  old	  man	  is	  portrayed	  by	  a	  character	  tenor,	  a	  phenomenon	  I	  
discuss	  in	  my	  chapter	  on	  tenors.	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as	  protagonists	  and	  heroic	  figures.	  I	  suggest	  that	  this	  is	  a	  reflection	  of	  Russia’s	  more	  
patriarchal	  society,	  in	  which	  the	  tsar	  held	  a	  political	  and	  spiritual	  authority	  over	  his	  
subjects	  that	  was	  unmatched	  by	  any	  other	  sovereign	  in	  Europe.	  The	  explicitly	  
paternalistic	  nature	  of	  this	  authority	  can	  be	  inferred	  from	  the	  lower	  classes’	  
affectionately	  respectful	  nickname	  for	  the	  tsar,	  “Batyushka”	  (“Dad”).	  The	  tsar’s	  
patriarchal	  authority	  was	  replicated	  at	  all	  levels	  of	  society:	  the	  government,	  the	  
Church,	  the	  landowning	  gentry,	  the	  peasant	  village,	  and	  the	  family	  were	  
overwhelmingly	  dominated	  by	  older	  men.	  If	  the	  ancient	  principle	  of	  divine-­‐right	  
monarchy	  had	  been	  losing	  ground	  among	  the	  Western	  public	  ever	  since	  the	  French	  
Revolution	  (various	  restorations	  notwithstanding),	  it	  was	  still	  the	  cornerstone	  of	  
the	  Russian	  political	  system	  in	  the	  mid-­‐nineteenth	  century:	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  slogan	  
of	  “Liberté,	  égalité,	  fraternité,”	  the	  rallying	  cry	  of	  official	  Russia	  ever	  since	  Nicholas	  I	  
was	  “Pravoslavie,	  Samoderzhavie,	  Narodnost’	  ”	  (Orthodoxy,	  Autocracy,	  and	  
Nationality).13	  The	  Church,	  the	  state,	  and	  heavily	  censored	  state-­‐supported	  art	  
forms	  such	  as	  opera	  portrayed	  the	  tsar	  as	  God’s	  representative	  on	  earth.	  The	  
centrality	  of	  the	  paternal	  authority	  figure	  (as	  embodied	  by	  the	  bass	  voice)	  in	  the	  
Russian	  operatic	  repertoire	  can	  thus	  be	  traced	  back	  to	  an	  authoritarian	  political	  
structure,	  which	  in	  turn	  can	  be	  traced	  back	  to	  a	  top-­‐down	  conception	  of	  divine	  
authority	  according	  to	  which	  the	  divine	  is	  mediated	  to	  the	  people	  by	  older	  male	  
clerics	  and	  rulers.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  See	  Nikolay	  Riasanovsky,	  Russian	  Identities:	  A	  Historical	  Survey	  (Oxford	  University	  Press,	  2005),	  
132-­‐33.	  Narodnost’,	  or	  nationality,	  contains	  the	  Romantic	  nationalist	  idea	  of	  national	  spirit	  or	  
populism.	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   Yet	  by	  the	  1860s,	  a	  substantial	  number	  of	  intellectuals	  were	  publicly	  
questioning	  this	  social	  order.	  Losing	  faith	  in	  the	  tsars	  as	  custodians	  of	  the	  common	  
good	  who	  ruled	  their	  subjects	  with	  the	  benevolence	  of	  a	  father	  caring	  for	  his	  
children,	  they	  increasingly	  perceived	  the	  monarchy	  as	  out	  of	  touch	  and	  in	  need	  of	  
strong	  (or	  even	  violent)	  pressure	  to	  enact	  reforms.	  With	  the	  abolition	  of	  serfdom	  
and	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  women’s	  movement,	  a	  large	  number	  of	  people	  who	  had	  
essentially	  been	  treated	  as	  children	  under	  the	  law—that	  is,	  subjected	  to	  the	  
governance	  and	  presumed	  benevolence	  of	  familial	  and	  local	  authority	  figures—
rapidly	  gained	  legal	  recognition	  and	  independence.	  	  
	   In	  the	  performing	  arts,	  the	  loss	  of	  faith	  in	  paternal	  authority	  figures	  was	  
manifested	  in	  a	  tendency	  to	  portray	  such	  characters	  more	  negatively,	  as	  nefarious	  
or	  weak.	  Thus	  the	  bass	  protagonist	  evolves	  from	  Glinka’s	  uncomplicated	  heroes	  to	  
Musorgsky’s	  morally	  compromised	  antiheroes.	  By	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century,	  the	  
bass	  had	  ceased	  to	  be	  the	  default	  protagonist,	  and	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  and	  Rimsky-­‐
Korsakov’s	  operas	  often	  played	  second	  fiddle	  to	  other	  voice-­‐types.	  By	  1907,	  the	  bass	  
king	  could	  even	  be	  satirized	  as	  a	  buffoon,	  as	  in	  Rimsky’s	  Zolotoi	  petushok	  (The	  
Golden	  Cockerel),	  and	  the	  mantle	  of	  wisdom	  and	  agency	  increasingly	  passed	  to	  
sopranos	  and	  tenors.	  
	   Although	  this	  chapter	  will	  primarily	  trace	  the	  evolution	  (or	  devolution)	  of	  the	  
bass	  protagonist,	  it	  will	  also	  investigate	  another	  stock	  character:	  the	  basso	  buffo,	  
who	  was	  present	  in	  Russian	  opera	  from	  the	  beginning.	  Most	  often	  a	  jovial	  middle-­‐
aged	  ne’er-­‐do-­‐well	  or	  inept	  villain,	  he	  may	  be	  interpreted	  as	  a	  counterweight	  to	  the	  
heroic	  bass,	  and	  his	  ubiquity	  reveals	  that	  older	  men	  were	  not	  always	  perceived	  as	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qualified	  to	  exert	  authority	  simply	  by	  virtue	  of	  their	  gender	  and	  age.	  As	  we	  shall	  see,	  
the	  most	  prominent	  Russian	  bass	  singer	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  preferred	  buffo	  
roles	  to	  the	  heroic	  ones	  originally	  intended	  for	  him.	  The	  burden	  of	  representing	  
stolid	  heroism	  proved	  dull	  for	  him,	  and	  he	  found	  more	  scope	  for	  his	  acting	  
ambitions	  in	  comedic	  parts.	  Indeed,	  I	  will	  argue,	  the	  demise	  of	  the	  heroic	  bass	  
protagonist	  may	  have	  come	  about	  partly	  because	  this	  singer	  and	  his	  successors	  
were	  not	  interested.	  Given	  that	  these	  singers	  came	  from	  lower-­‐class	  backgrounds	  
and	  socialized	  with	  the	  liberal	  intelligentsia,	  they	  may	  have	  also	  had	  doubts	  about	  
the	  autocratic	  nationalist	  ideology	  that	  they	  were	  being	  asked	  to	  sell.	  
	   In	  addition	  to	  the	  heroic	  bass	  and	  the	  comedic	  bass—each	  of	  which	  had	  a	  
sharply	  delineated	  vocal	  style—I	  will	  consider	  one	  other	  character	  type:	  the	  mute	  
ruler.	  The	  peculiar	  convention	  of	  assigning	  silence	  to	  certain	  royal	  figures	  stems	  
from	  an	  1837	  edict	  banning	  the	  representation	  of	  tsars	  in	  opera.	  Legend	  has	  it	  that	  
when	  Rimsky	  asked	  the	  Censorship	  Bureau	  why	  this	  was	  so,	  he	  was	  told,	  “Suppose	  
the	  tsar	  should	  suddenly	  sing	  a	  ditty?	  Well,	  it	  would	  be	  unseemly.”14	  Although	  this	  
rule	  applied	  only	  to	  tsars	  and	  was	  not	  always	  strictly	  enforced,15	  it	  resulted	  in	  a	  
more	  general	  tendency	  to	  depict	  rulers	  with	  great	  authorial	  circumspection.16	  I	  will	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  Musorgsky:	  Eight	  Essays	  and	  an	  Epilogue	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  
1993),	  150.	  	  
	  
15	  Musorgsky	  obtained	  permission	  to	  depict	  Boris	  Godunov,	  but	  only	  because	  he	  was	  not	  a	  member	  of	  
the	  Romanov	  dynasty.	  
	  
16	  Here,	  I	  have	  in	  mind	  not	  Boris	  Godunov	  but	  the	  lesser-­‐known,	  more	  numerous	  “historical”	  operas	  of	  
Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  and	  Chaikovsky,	  in	  which	  the	  tsar	  never	  appears	  and	  is	  suggested	  by	  a	  stand-­‐in	  
bass	  father	  figure,	  or	  appears	  but	  is	  mute.	  These	  dramaturgical	  techniques	  are	  unusual	  by	  the	  
standards	  of	  Western	  European	  opera,	  which,	  with	  occasional	  exceptions	  such	  as	  the	  enigmatic	  
Queen	  Marguerite	  de	  Valois	  in	  Meyerbeer’s	  Les	  Huguenots,	  give	  audiences	  the	  same	  access	  to	  the	  
person	  and	  thoughts	  of	  rulers	  as	  they	  do	  to	  other	  characters;	  rulers	  appear	  and	  sing	  about	  their	  
feelings	  and	  motivations	  as	  much	  as	  any	  other	  character.	  Boris	  Godunov’s	  frank	  and	  psychologically	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argue	  that	  the	  convention	  of	  muteness	  (and,	  in	  some	  cases,	  invisibility)	  occasionally	  
diminishes	  these	  characters’	  presence,	  but	  sometimes	  further	  enhances	  the	  aura	  of	  
mystery,	  inaccessibility,	  and	  menace	  that	  already	  surrounds	  them.	  Since	  these	  
characters	  would	  most	  likely	  have	  been	  composed	  for	  basses	  if	  their	  vocal	  
embodiment	  had	  been	  permitted,	  it	  seems	  appropriate	  to	  include	  them	  in	  this	  
chapter.	  	  
	   If	  so	  many	  operatic	  rulers	  were	  mute	  and	  if	  bass	  authority	  figures	  were	  
generally	  being	  supplanted	  by	  heroic	  tenors	  and	  mystical	  sopranos	  at	  the	  fin	  de	  
siècle,	  what	  is	  the	  source	  of	  the	  modern	  perception	  that	  Russian	  opera	  is	  dominated	  
by	  basses?	  In	  the	  last	  section	  of	  my	  chapter,	  I	  will	  show	  how	  the	  bass	  protagonist	  
was	  resurrected	  by	  the	  extraordinary	  Chaliapin.	  Unlike	  most	  of	  the	  other	  singers	  
considered	  throughout	  this	  dissertation,	  he	  did	  not	  create	  significant	  new	  roles	  in	  
Russia.	  However,	  he	  revived	  roles	  that	  had	  fallen	  out	  of	  the	  repertoire	  and	  was	  the	  
first	  to	  perform	  many	  existing	  Russian	  roles	  abroad.	  His	  portrayals	  made	  such	  an	  
impression	  on	  international	  audiences	  that	  for	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century	  
operagoers	  everywhere	  would	  associate	  Russian	  opera	  with	  the	  dominance	  of	  the	  
bass	  voice.	  	  
	   In	  keeping	  with	  the	  performer-­‐centric	  methodological	  approach	  of	  the	  
dissertation,	  this	  chapter	  relies	  primarily	  on	  memoirs,	  reviews,	  and	  biographies	  of	  
bass	  singers.	  While	  the	  conventions	  of	  soprano,	  mezzo,	  and	  tenor	  vocality	  and	  the	  
stock	  characters	  associated	  with	  them	  were	  gradually	  established	  through	  the	  
activity	  of	  numerous	  singers,	  the	  evolution	  of	  baritone	  and	  bass	  characters	  may	  be	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
involved	  portrait	  of	  the	  eponymous	  ruler	  is	  the	  exception	  rather	  than	  the	  rule	  in	  Russian	  opera,	  and	  
may	  in	  fact	  account	  for	  that	  particular	  opera’s	  international	  popularity.	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traced	  to	  just	  a	  couple	  of	  singers.	  Judging	  from	  the	  number	  of	  biographies	  and	  sound	  
recordings	  devoted	  to	  these	  men,	  it	  appears	  that	  they	  were	  considered	  more	  
significant	  and	  worthy	  of	  documentation	  than	  the	  prominent	  singers	  of	  other	  voice-­‐
types.	  This	  state	  of	  affairs	  suggests	  a	  historiographical	  bias	  toward	  the	  bass	  voice.	  
Thus	  the	  challenge	  for	  the	  scholar	  lies	  not	  in	  a	  dearth	  of	  information	  (as	  is	  the	  case	  
particularly	  with	  sopranos),	  but	  rather	  in	  the	  hagiographic	  nature	  of	  the	  
biographical	  materials.	  While	  the	  other	  chapters	  are	  necessarily	  more	  speculative,	  
the	  goal	  of	  this	  chapter	  is	  to	  resist	  hagiography	  and	  create	  a	  more	  accurate	  picture	  
of	  the	  historical	  reality.	  I	  begin	  with	  Osip	  Petrov	  [1807(?)-­‐1878],	  the	  most	  beloved	  
bass	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century.	  	  
	  
Osip	  Petrov,	  Glinka,	  and	  Nationalist	  Heroes	  
Had	  Russia’s	  political	  and	  social	  institutions	  more	  closely	  resembled	  those	  of	  
Western	  Europe,	  the	  association	  of	  the	  bass	  voice	  with	  authoritative	  older	  men	  in	  
Russia	  might	  have	  taken	  a	  form	  similar	  to	  that	  which	  prevailed	  in	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  
operatic	  world.	  That	  is,	  basses	  might	  have	  simply	  portrayed	  older	  characters	  
without	  receiving	  a	  historiographical	  veneration	  which	  vastly	  outstripped	  that	  
accorded	  to	  sopranos	  and	  tenors.	  One	  reason	  the	  bass	  authority	  figure	  became	  so	  
central	  to	  the	  Russian	  canon	  stems	  from	  the	  unique	  features	  of	  the	  Romantic	  
nationalism	  that	  swept	  across	  Russia	  in	  the	  1830s.	  	  
	   Political	  nationalism	  in	  early	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Western	  Europe—insofar	  
as	  nationalism	  in	  Benedict	  Anderson’s	  sense	  of	  an	  “imagined	  community”	  of	  fellow	  
countrymen	  was	  possible	  before	  the	  advent	  of	  modern	  communications—was	  often	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a	  democratic	  phenomenon,	  a	  reaction	  against	  the	  international	  ruling	  class’s	  
penchant	  for	  dividing	  up	  territories	  according	  to	  their	  seemingly	  arbitrary	  whims	  
without	  considering	  the	  preferences	  of	  the	  people	  who	  lived	  there.17	  Much	  of	  this	  
resentment	  began	  with	  the	  Congress	  of	  Vienna,	  which	  in	  1815	  redrew	  the	  political	  
map	  of	  Europe	  and	  established	  new	  boundaries	  for	  France,	  the	  Netherlands,	  the	  
Rhineland	  and	  other	  German	  provinces,	  and	  certain	  Italian	  territories.	  This	  high-­‐
handed	  repartition,	  coupled	  with	  a	  general	  conservative	  reaction	  on	  the	  part	  of	  local	  
governments	  against	  the	  liberalizing	  impulse	  of	  the	  French	  Revolution	  and	  the	  
reforms	  of	  Napoleon,	  left	  much	  of	  the	  European	  population,	  particularly	  that	  of	  the	  
German-­‐	  and	  Italian-­‐speaking	  regions,	  feeling	  bereft	  of	  a	  political	  system	  that	  
represented	  them.	  (Hence,	  of	  course,	  the	  eventual	  outpouring	  of	  nationalist-­‐
revolutionary	  sentiment	  in	  the	  writings	  and	  operas	  of	  Verdi	  and	  Wagner.)	  
Increasingly	  believing	  that	  the	  raison	  d’être	  of	  a	  government	  was	  to	  bind	  together	  a	  
population	  that	  shared	  a	  common	  language	  and	  culture,	  many	  middle-­‐class	  Italians	  
and	  Germans	  actively	  sought	  to	  improve	  cultural	  cohesion	  and	  create	  unified	  
states—often	  in	  opposition	  to	  the	  wishes	  of	  local	  rulers.18	  	  
	   By	  contrast,	  the	  dominant	  strand	  of	  nationalism	  in	  Russia	  lacked	  this	  
democratic	  impulse.	  In	  an	  attempt	  to	  find	  a	  unique	  essence	  that	  set	  Russians	  apart	  
from	  other	  peoples,	  the	  Slavophile	  wing	  of	  the	  intelligentsia	  of	  the	  1830s	  became	  
convinced	  that	  Russia’s	  destiny	  required	  a	  break	  with	  the	  West	  (including	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  See	  Benedict	  Anderson,	  Imagined	  Communities:	  Reflections	  on	  the	  Origin	  and	  Spread	  of	  Nationalism	  
(London:	  Verso,	  1983).	  	  
	  
18	  See	  Michael	  Broers,	  Europe	  After	  Napoleon:	  Revolution,	  Reaction	  and	  Romanticism,	  1814-­‐1848	  
(Manchester:	  Manchester	  University	  Press,	  1996).	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latter’s	  liberalizing	  political	  trajectory)	  and	  a	  closer	  embrace	  of	  venerable	  Russian	  
institutions	  such	  as	  the	  autocracy	  and	  the	  Orthodox	  Church.	  Indeed,	  the	  slogan	  of	  
“Orthodoxy,	  Autocracy,	  and	  Nationality”	  (also	  known	  as	  Official	  Nationality),	  
promulgated	  by	  Nicholas	  I	  in	  1833	  and	  endorsed	  by	  leading	  intellectuals	  such	  as	  
Pogodin,	  Gogol,	  Tyutchev,	  and	  even	  to	  some	  extent	  Pushkin,	  was	  largely	  based	  on	  
this	  principle.19	  Unlike	  in	  many	  parts	  of	  Western	  Europe,	  the	  nationalist	  project	  in	  
Russia	  received	  the	  full	  support	  of	  the	  monarchy,	  and	  thus	  its	  operatic	  portrayals	  
are	  characterized	  by	  conservative,	  pro-­‐monarchy	  plots	  rather	  than	  liberal-­‐
revolutionary	  ones.	  What	  better	  way	  to	  embody	  this	  conservative	  nationalism	  than	  
through	  the	  bass	  voice,	  the	  voice	  of	  paternal	  and	  religious	  authority?	  
	   The	  association	  between	  nationalism	  and	  bass	  protagonists	  was	  cemented	  in	  
Glinka’s	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  (A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar,	  1836),	  which	  is	  often	  considered	  the	  
foundational	  Russian	  opera.	  Although	  operas	  had	  been	  composed	  in	  Russian	  since	  
the	  mid-­‐eighteenth	  century20,	  this	  one	  was	  perceived	  as	  authentically	  Russian	  in	  a	  
way	  that	  earlier	  ones	  were	  not.	  The	  influential	  man	  of	  letters	  and	  dilettantish	  music	  
critic	  Prince	  Vladimir	  Odoyevsky	  rhapsodized:	  
	   But	  how	  to	  express	  the	  amazement	  of	  true	  music	  lovers,	  when	  from	  the	  very	  first	  act	  they	  
	   became	  convinced	  that	  with	  this	  opera	  was	  resolved	  an	  important	  question	  for	  art	  in	  general	  
	   and	  Russian	  art	  in	  particular,	  namely:	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  general	  narodny	  [a	  term	  that	  
	   connotes	  popular,	  folky,	  and,	  increasingly	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  national]	  music.	  For	  
	   you,	  the	  educated	  enthusiast,	  this	  question	  was	  already	  almost	  decided;	  you	  believed	  that	  
	   just	  as	  for	  a	  painter	  there	  exist	  particular	  features	  that	  delineate	  the	  character	  of	  the	  
	   physiognomy	  of	  this	  or	  that	  people	  and	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  draw,	  for	  example,	  a	  Russian	  or	  
	   Italian	  face,	  not	  working	  from	  anyone’s	  portrait	  [ne	  delaya	  ni	  s	  kogo	  portreta],	  likewise	  also	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  Nicholas	  Riasanovsky,	  Nicholas	  I	  and	  Official	  Nationality	  in	  Russia,	  1825-­‐1855	  (Berkeley:	  University	  
of	  California	  Press,	  1959),	  11.	  	  
	  
20	  The	  earliest	  Russian	  operas	  were	  composed	  by	  foreign	  transplants	  to	  Russian	  librettos	  in	  the	  mid-­‐
eighteenth	  century.	  Russian-­‐born	  composers	  such	  as	  Vasily	  Pashkevich	  and	  Yevstigney	  Fomin	  were	  
writing	  operas	  by	  the	  late	  eighteenth	  century.	  For	  more	  on	  opera	  of	  this	  period,	  see	  Marina	  Ritzarev,	  
Eighteenth-­‐Century	  Russian	  Music	  (Aldershot,	  England:	  Ashgate,	  2006).	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   for	  the	  musician	  there	  exist	  certain	  types	  of	  melody	  and	  harmony	  that	  define	  the	  character	  of	  
	   the	  music	  of	  this	  or	  that	  people,	  by	  which	  we	  distinguish	  German	  music	  from	  Italian,	  and	  
	   even	  Italian	  from	  French.21	  
	  
Contemporary	  scholars	  are	  skeptical,	  hearing	  the	  opera	  as	  thoroughly	  indebted	  to	  
Franco-­‐Italian	  convention.22	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  argues	  that	  the	  narodny	  
character	  of	  Russian	  classical	  music	  from	  the	  1830s	  on	  was	  a	  fantasy	  concocted	  by	  
aristocrats	  and	  intellectuals	  who	  had	  been	  raised	  on	  Italian-­‐inflected	  urban	  romansy	  
and	  had	  scant	  knowledge	  of	  the	  music	  being	  created	  in	  parts	  of	  Russia	  that	  were	  
uncontaminated	  by	  Western	  influence.23	  Indeed,	  the	  passage	  from	  Odoyevsky’s	  
review	  suggests	  that	  the	  narodny	  character	  of	  Russian	  music	  was	  obvious	  not	  to	  
everyone,	  but	  only	  to	  “educated	  enthusiasts”—in	  short,	  the	  very	  people	  who	  had	  
imbibed	  the	  ideology	  of	  Romantic	  nationalism	  and	  thus	  were	  primed	  to	  look	  
everywhere,	  even	  in	  cosmopolitan	  places	  like	  the	  opera	  house,	  for	  essential	  
Russianness.	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  premiered	  near	  the	  beginning	  of	  this	  intellectual	  
movement;	  its	  widespread	  reception	  as	  authentically	  Russian	  was	  likely	  due	  less	  to	  
its	  melodic	  and	  harmonic	  syntax	  than	  to	  its	  lucky	  timing.	  	  
	   Building	  on	  Frolova-­‐Walker’s	  argument	  that	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya’s	  Russianness	  
was	  imagined	  and	  constructed	  through	  reception	  rather	  than	  intrinsic	  to	  the	  music	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  Quoted	  from	  Odoyevsky,	  “Pis’ma	  k	  lyubitelyu	  muzyki	  ob	  opere	  g.	  Glinki	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya.’	  ”	  
Originally	  published	  1836	  in	  Severnaya	  pelcha.	  In	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  
Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955),	  327.	  
	  
22	  See,	  for	  example,	  Daniil	  Zavlunov,	  “M.	  I.	  Glinka’s	  ‘A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar’	  (1836):	  An	  Historical	  and	  
Analytic-­‐Theoretical	  Study,”	  Ph.D.	  diss.	  Princeton,	  2010,	  and	  Rutger	  Helmers,	  “It	  just	  reeks	  of	  
Italianism:	  Traces	  of	  Italian	  opera	  in	  ‘A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar,’”	  in	  Music	  &	  Letters,	  vol.	  91,	  issue	  3	  (2010),	  
376-­‐405.	  The	  foundational	  work	  that	  disputes	  the	  notion	  of	  essential	  Russianness	  is,	  of	  course,	  
Richard	  Taruskin’s	  Defining	  Russia	  Musically:	  Historical	  and	  Hermeneutical	  Essays	  (Princeton:	  
Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1997).	  
	  
23	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  Russian	  Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  Glinka	  to	  Stalin	  (New	  Haven:	  Yale	  
University	  Press,	  2007).	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itself,	  I	  would	  suggest	  that	  one	  other	  critical	  factor	  in	  this	  construction	  was	  its	  bass	  
protagonist.	  Susanin	  tapped	  into	  the	  strong	  preexisting	  association	  between	  the	  
bass	  voice	  and	  the	  concept	  of	  paternal	  authority	  as	  established	  in	  Orthodox	  music.	  
In	  contrast	  to	  earlier	  bass	  characters	  such	  as	  the	  Unknown	  Man	  in	  Verstovsky’s	  
Askol’dova	  mogila	  (Askold’s	  Grave,	  1835),	  who	  were	  either	  fantastic	  villains	  as	  per	  
Western	  European	  “magic	  operas”	  or	  failed	  to	  make	  much	  of	  an	  impression,	  Susanin	  
is	  a	  memorable	  hero	  based	  on	  an	  actual	  historical	  figure	  from	  the	  seventeenth	  
century,	  and	  moreover	  he	  is	  a	  father	  who	  gives	  up	  his	  life	  for	  his	  country.	  Taking	  the	  
stage	  a	  mere	  three	  years	  after	  the	  regime’s	  adoption	  of	  Official	  Nationality,	  this	  
character	  would	  become	  a	  potent	  propaganda	  device	  for	  the	  new	  ideology.	  	  
	   Susanin’s	  power	  as	  a	  symbol	  resides	  largely	  in	  the	  fact	  that	  he	  is	  both	  the	  	  
authority	  figure	  in	  his	  local	  community	  and	  a	  humble	  peasant	  who	  seeks	  faithfully	  to	  
serve	  the	  monarchy.	  Thus	  he	  embodies	  the	  two	  mutually	  reinforcing	  myths	  on	  
which	  the	  Russian	  political	  system	  was	  grounded:	  the	  image	  of	  the	  benevolent	  
patriarch	  and	  the	  image	  of	  the	  happily	  submissive	  peasant.	  The	  character’s	  
unswerving	  devotion	  to	  the	  nation	  (a	  concept	  which	  in	  the	  early	  seventeenth	  
century	  was	  something	  of	  an	  abstraction)	  might	  raise	  eyebrows	  today,	  but	  it	  
certainly	  accorded	  with	  the	  Romantic	  nationalism	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  
intellectuals.	  Reviewers	  were	  entranced:	  Odoyevsky	  gushed,	  	  
	   The	  greatness	  of	  the	  Russian	  character	  overcomes	  all,	  love	  for	  the	  tsar	  is	  clearly	  displayed,	  
	   and	  the	  firm	  decisiveness,	  the	  ardent	  faith,	  and	  the	  sad,	  mournful	  memories	  of	  the	  doomed	  
	   man	  taken	  together	  show	  Susanin	  in	  his	  full	  splendor!24	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24	  Quoted	  from	  Odoyevsky,	  “Novaya	  russkaya	  opera:	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,’	  “	  originally	  published	  in	  Russki	  
invalid	  in	  early	  1837.	  In	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  
1955),	  332-­‐36.	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   The	  character	  of	  Susanin	  impressed	  Odoyevsky	  not	  only	  through	  his	  patriotic	  
action—hiding	  the	  whereabouts	  of	  the	  tsar-­‐elect	  Mikhail	  Romanov25	  from	  the	  Polish	  
army	  and	  thereby	  saving	  the	  fragile	  Russian	  state—but,	  importantly	  for	  my	  
argument,	  through	  a	  singing	  style	  which	  seemed	  utterly	  unprecedented.	  This	  style	  
set	  the	  heroic	  Susanin	  apart	  from	  the	  opera’s	  other,	  more	  quotidian	  characters	  and	  
would	  quickly	  become	  associated	  with	  a	  tragic,	  patriotic	  bass	  grandeur.	  Odoyevsky	  
writes:	  
	   It	  must	  be	  noted	  that	  the	  part	  of	  Susanin	  even	  in	  the	  first	  two	  acts,	  without	  abandoning	  the	  
	   Russian	  character,	  has	  in	  it	  something	  weighty	  [важный]	  that	  sharply	  differentiates	  it	  from	  
	   Antonida’s	  plaintive	  melody	  and	  her	  bridegroom’s	  carefree	  tune…This	  weighty	  style	  is	  
	   maintained	  everywhere	  by	  the	  composer,	  in	  Susanin’s	  every	  state	  of	  mind…But	  in	  the	  third	  
	   act,	  when	  Susanin,	  during	  a	  moment	  of	  rest	  for	  the	  Poles	  whom	  he	  has	  led	  into	  the	  
	   impassable	  backwoods,	  in	  expectation	  of	  torture	  is	  naturally	  abandoning	  himself	  to	  thoughts	  
	   about	  his	  fate;	  when	  within	  him	  struggles	  the	  feeling	  of	  sacred	  obligation,	  of	  love	  for	  the	  tsar	  
	   and	  fatherland,	  with	  the	  memory	  of	  his	  daughter,	  the	  orphan	  [Vanya],	  and	  family	  
	   happiness—in	  that	  moment	  Susanin’s	  singing	  attains	  the	  highest	  tragic	  style,	  and—feat	  up	  
	   to	  now	  unheard	  of!—maintains	  the	  Russian	  character	  in	  all	  its	  purity.26	  
	  
Ultimately,	  what	  is	  most	  special	  for	  Odoyevsky	  about	  the	  vocal	  style	  of	  Susanin	  is	  	  
	  
that	  it	  “elevates	  narodny	  singing	  to	  tragedy,”27	  a	  claim	  which	  helped	  establish	  the	  	  
	  
still-­‐popular	  idea	  that	  Russian	  music	  and	  drama	  are	  essentially	  tragic	  in	  sensibility.	  
	  
	   An	  examination	  of	  the	  aria	  in	  question	  indeed	  reveals	  a	  certain	  tragic	  gravity:	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25	  The	  opera	  is	  set	  in	  the	  autumn	  of	  1612	  and	  the	  winter	  of	  1613,	  near	  the	  end	  of	  the	  Time	  of	  
Troubles,	  the	  chaotic	  period	  of	  interregnum	  between	  the	  death	  of	  the	  last	  tsar	  of	  the	  Rurik	  dynasty,	  
Feodor,	  in	  1598	  and	  the	  establishment	  of	  the	  Romanov	  dynasty	  via	  the	  election	  of	  Mikhail	  Romanov	  
by	  the	  Assembly	  of	  the	  Land.	  The	  prospect	  of	  restoring	  order	  to	  Russia	  was	  so	  daunting	  that	  a	  
number	  of	  princes	  turned	  down	  the	  honor,	  and	  the	  16-­‐year-­‐old	  Mikhail	  himself	  was	  reluctant	  to	  
accept	  the	  crown.	  	  
	  
26	  Quoted	  from	  Odoyevsky,	  “Pis’ma	  k	  lyubitelyu	  muzyki	  ob	  opere	  g.	  Glinki	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,’	  ”	  in	  
Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  331.	  
	  









Fig.	  1,	  “Ты придешь моя заря”	  (“You	  will	  come,	  my	  dawn”)	  from	  Ivan	  Susanin	  
The	  aria	  largely	  eschews	  the	  melismatic	  pyrotechnics	  of	  the	  other	  characters,	  which	  
Odoyevsky	  and	  other	  critics	  would	  increasingly	  associate	  with	  Italian	  “artificiality,”	  
in	  favor	  of	  syllabic	  text-­‐setting	  and	  a	  broad,	  simple	  lyricism	  that	  doubtless	  seemed	  
more	  suitable	  for	  an	  unlettered	  peasant	  character	  than	  the	  roulades	  that	  could	  only	  
be	  performed	  by	  an	  exceptionally	  trained	  voice.	  It	  must	  be	  noted,	  however,	  that	  the	  
Italian	  operatic	  repertoire	  throughout	  its	  history	  has	  also	  contained	  many	  slow	  and	  
weighty	  arias,	  and	  the	  designation	  of	  this	  aria	  in	  the	  score	  as	  cantabile	  shows	  
Glinka’s	  indebtedness	  to	  the	  Italian	  tradition.	  The	  effectiveness	  of	  “Ты	  придешь	  
моя	  заря”	  lies	  less	  in	  its	  proximity	  to	  Russian	  folk	  musical	  forms	  such	  as	  the	  
protyazhnaya	  pesn’28	  than	  in	  the	  way	  it	  harnesses	  an	  Italian	  musical	  convention	  so	  
expertly	  in	  the	  service	  of	  a	  Russian	  story	  that	  it	  masks	  its	  own	  origins	  and	  creates	  
the	  illusion	  of	  being	  autochthonous.	  	  
	   If	  the	  aria’s	  intrinsic	  Russianness	  is	  so	  dubious,	  what,	  apart	  from	  their	  
nationalist	  bias,	  could	  have	  led	  critics	  to	  such	  a	  perception?	  One	  relatively	  
unexamined	  contributor	  to	  the	  opera’s	  perceived	  nationalism	  was	  the	  creator	  of	  the	  
role	  of	  Susanin,	  Osip	  Petrov.	  As	  the	  first	  native	  singer	  who	  acquired	  a	  level	  of	  
prestige	  in	  Russia	  comparable	  to	  that	  of	  touring	  Italian	  celebrities,	  Petrov	  provided	  
an	  ideal	  champion	  with	  whom	  nationalist	  composers	  and	  critics	  could	  contest	  
Italian	  preeminence	  and	  build	  a	  rival,	  self-­‐consciously	  Russian	  operatic	  tradition.	  He	  
would	  later	  be	  dubbed	  by	  Musorgsky	  as	  “the	  grandfather	  of	  Russian	  opera”	  and	  “a	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28	  Literally	  “long-­‐drawn-­‐out	  song,”	  a	  lyrical	  lament	  associated	  with	  rural	  Russia.	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titan	  who	  carried	  on	  his	  Homeric	  shoulders	  almost	  everything	  that	  has	  been	  created	  
in	  dramatic	  music.”29	  
	   Mikhail	  L’vov’s	  glowing	  Stalin-­‐era	  biography	  of	  Petrov	  emphasizes	  the	  
singer’s	  impoverished	  childhood,	  his	  supposed	  superiority	  to	  more	  famous	  foreign	  
contemporaries,	  his	  role	  in	  bringing	  developments	  in	  Russian	  acting	  style	  to	  the	  
operatic	  stage,	  and,	  of	  course,	  his	  credentials	  as	  “a	  person	  of	  rare	  moral	  qualities”	  
and	  “a	  great	  son	  of	  the	  Russian	  people.”30	  The	  irony	  is	  that	  the	  “grandfather	  of	  
Russian	  opera”	  was	  largely	  a	  product	  of	  Italian	  coaching:	  having	  been	  recruited	  into	  
the	  St.	  Petersburg	  Russian	  troupe	  in	  1830,	  before	  Glinka	  composed	  his	  operas,	  
Petrov	  began	  his	  career	  by	  singing	  French,	  German,	  and	  Italian	  roles.	  In	  fact,	  he	  was	  
the	  first	  Russian-­‐stage31	  Oroveso	  (Norma),	  Belcore	  (L’elisir	  d’amore),	  Dandini	  (La	  
cenerentola),	  Rodolfo	  (La	  sonnambula),	  and	  Alfonso	  (Lucrezia	  Borgia),	  as	  well	  as	  the	  
first	  Russian	  performer	  of	  Bertram	  (Robert	  le	  diable)	  in	  St.	  Petersburg.	  The	  
Kapellmeister	  of	  Russian	  and	  Italian	  opera,	  Catterino	  Cavos,	  gave	  him	  voice	  lessons	  
and	  groomed	  him	  to	  portray	  the	  title	  character	  in	  his	  own	  operatic	  setting	  of	  the	  
Ivan	  Susanin	  tale—which	  he	  composed	  twenty	  years	  before	  Glinka	  would	  write	  his	  
blockbuster	  version.32	  Thus	  the	  supposedly	  foundational	  Russian	  opera,	  its	  bass	  title	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29	  Modest	  Musorgsky,	  quoted	  from	  Mikhail	  L’vovich	  L’vov,	  Iz	  istorii	  vokal’nogo	  iskusstva	  (Moscow:	  
Muzyka,	  1964),	  126,	  29.	  
	  
30	  Petrov	  was	  the	  illegitimate	  son	  of	  a	  cook,	  born	  in	  the	  backwater	  town	  of	  Elizavetgrad,	  Ukraine.	  
Having	  received	  little	  formal	  musical	  training,	  he	  began	  his	  career	  singing	  vaudeville-­‐operas	  in	  the	  
provinces.	  Mikhail	  Lvov,	  Osip	  Afanas’evich	  Petrov	  (Moscow	  and	  Leningrad:	  Gosudarstvennoe	  
izdatel’stvo	  “Iskusstvo,”	  1946),	  35.	  
	  
31	  The	  “Russian	  stage”	  refers	  to	  Russian	  opera	  troupes.	  Thus,	  these	  roles	  had	  already	  been	  performed	  
by	  Italian	  troupes	  in	  Russia.	  	  
	  
32	  A.	  M.	  Pruzhansky,	  “Petrov,	  Osip	  Afanas’evich,”	  in	  Otechestvennye	  pevtsy	  1750-­‐1917:	  Slovar’,	  vol.	  1	  
(Moscow:	  Sov’etski	  kompozitor,	  1991),	  396.	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character,	  and	  his	  sonic	  embodiment	  were	  all	  directly	  influenced	  by	  an	  Italian	  
composer.	  	  
	   Nevertheless,	  even	  before	  the	  advent	  of	  Glinka’s	  game-­‐changing	  operas,	  the	  
rise	  of	  a	  stellar	  homegrown	  bass	  made	  quite	  an	  impression	  on	  Russian	  critics	  who	  
were	  eager	  to	  find	  a	  native	  champion.	  They	  universally	  praised	  his	  voice,	  and	  they	  
were	  even	  more	  struck	  by	  his	  acting.	  “Do	  you	  remember	  Petrov	  in	  Robert	  le	  diable?”	  
inquires	  Ivan	  Lazhechnikov,	  a	  pioneer	  of	  the	  Russian	  historical	  novel,	  in	  The	  Infidel	  
(1838):	  
	   How	  could	  one	  forget?	  I	  saw	  him	  only	  once	  in	  that	  role,	  and	  to	  this	  day	  whenever	  I	  think	  of	  
	   him	  I	  am	  haunted	  by	  sounds	  that	  seem	  to	  be	  a	  judgment	  from	  hell:	  “Yes,	  patron.”	  And	  that	  
	   gaze,	  so	  fascinating	  that	  your	  soul	  doesn’t	  have	  the	  strength	  to	  free	  itself,	  and	  that	  saffron	  
	   face,	  distorted	  by	  the	  raging	  of	  passions.	  And	  that	  forest	  of	  hair,	  from	  which,	  it	  seems,	  a	  
	   whole	  nest	  of	  snakes	  is	  ready	  to	  crawl	  out…33 
 
The	  composer	  and	  critic	  Aleksandr	  Serov	  claimed	  that	  Petrov	  surpassed	  his	  foreign	  
rivals	  Ferzing,	  Tamburini,	  Formes,	  and	  Levasseur	  as	  Bertram,	  particularly	  in	  his	  
acting,	  and	  added:	  	  
	   See	  with	  how	  much	  soul	  Petrov	  performs	  his	  arioso	  in	  the	  first	  act,	  in	  the	  scene	  with	  Robert.	  
	   The	  kind	  feeling	  of	  fatherly	  love	  conflicts	  with	  the	  character	  of	  the	  creature	  from	  hell,	  and	  
	   therefore	  making	  his	  heartfelt	  outpouring	  seem	  natural	  without	  going	  out	  of	  character	  is	  a	  
	   difficult	  task.	  Here	  and	  throughout	  the	  role,	  Petrov	  surmounted	  this	  difficulty.34	  
	  
Drawing	  on	  Serov,	  L'vov	  stresses	  that	  Petrov,	  unlike	  most	  other	  opera	  singers	  of	  the	  
time,	  transcended	  the	  stereotype	  of	  the	  operatic	  villain,	  imbuing	  the	  character	  of	  
Bertram	  (that	  is,	  the	  devil)	  with	  sufficient	  emotional	  complexity	  to	  make	  him	  
sympathetic	  to	  the	  audience.	  He	  links	  the	  bass's	  psychological	  penetration	  to	  the	  
rise	  of	  realism	  in	  Russian	  drama,	  and	  in	  particular	  to	  the	  innovations	  of	  the	  most	  
famous	  Russian	  actor	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  Mikhail	  Shchepkin	  [1788-­‐1863].	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33	  Quoted	  from	  L’vov,	  13-­‐14.	  	  
	  
34	  Ibid.,	  14.	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Shchepkin	  was	  perhaps	  the	  first	  actor	  to	  articulate	  the	  credo	  that	  would	  later	  
become	  the	  bedrock	  of	  the	  Stanislavsky	  method	  and	  twentieth-­‐century	  method	  
acting:	  the	  actor	  must	  put	  himself	  in	  the	  character's	  shoes	  and	  feel	  what	  he	  is	  
feeling.35	  L'vov	  suggests	  that	  Petrov,	  who	  was	  personally	  acquainted	  with	  
Shchepkin,	  incorporated	  the	  latter's	  ideas	  about	  the	  craft	  of	  the	  actor	  into	  his	  own	  
operatic	  performances.	  	  
	   While	  it	  would	  be	  an	  exaggeration	  to	  claim,	  as	  L'vov	  implies,	  that	  Italian	  
singers	  did	  not	  value	  committed	  acting	  and	  that	  the	  new	  psychological	  realism	  was	  a	  
distinctively	  Russian	  innovation,	  there	  is	  no	  doubt	  that	  contemporary	  critics	  saw	  
something	  phenomenal	  and	  unprecedented	  in	  the	  way	  Petrov	  inhabited	  his	  roles—
especially,	  of	  course,	  the	  Russian	  ones.	  He	  was	  Susanin	  in	  some	  uncanny	  way:	  
Musorgsky	  declared	  that “The	  appearance	  of	  Grandfather	  Petrov	  as	  Susanin,	  in	  my	  
opinion,	  is	  the	  appearance	  of	  Susanin	  as	  Petrov.”36 The	  picture	  below	  gives	  some	  
idea	  of	  the	  young	  bass’s	  physical	  presence	  in	  the	  role:	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35	  See	  Jean	  Benedetti,	  Stanislavski:	  His	  Life	  and	  Art	  (London:	  Methuen,	  1988).	  
	  
36	  Quoted	  from	  L’vov,	  21.	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   Fig.	  2,	  Osip	  Petrov	  as	  Ivan	  Susanin	  in	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,	  1836	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The	  costume	  and	  beard	  are	  convincingly	  peasant-­‐like;	  the	  facial	  expression	  is	  
appropriately	  grave;	  the	  kneeling	  posture	  and	  the	  rhetorically	  lifted	  hand,	  however,	  
are	  the	  stylized	  motions	  of	  opera	  singer	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  an	  aria.	  The	  perceived	  
truthfulness	  of	  his	  performance	  lay	  only	  partly	  in	  his	  realistic	  acting.	  I	  would	  
suggest,	  contra	  L’vov,	  that	  in	  large	  part	  it	  lay	  in	  his	  skill	  at	  co-­‐creating	  and	  bringing	  
to	  life	  an	  unreal	  ideal	  that	  was	  already	  slowly	  germinating	  in	  the	  collective	  mind	  of	  
the	  intelligentsia.	  Such	  an	  endeavor	  required	  not	  primarily	  attention	  to	  real-­‐world	  
detail	  (such	  as	  the	  lifestyle	  and	  worldview	  of	  actual	  peasants),	  but	  rather	  
imagination,	  stylization,	  an	  instinct	  for	  the	  sentimental	  and	  the	  picturesque,	  and	  an	  
ability	  to	  go	  beyond	  realism	  into	  the	  realm	  of	  myth.	  The	  music	  critic	  Feofil	  Tolstoy	  
unwittingly	  got	  to	  the	  crux	  of	  the	  matter:	  “In	  the	  role	  of	  Susanin	  Petrov…created	  an	  
eternal	  type.”37	  
	   That	  a	  general	  type	  or	  archetype	  culled	  from	  many	  specific	  instances	  might	  
be	  a	  truer	  representation	  of	  reality	  than	  any	  one	  of	  those	  instances	  is,	  of	  course,	  an	  
idea	  that	  ultimately	  derives	  from	  Plato’s	  theory	  of	  forms.	  According	  to	  this	  theory,	  
abstract	  ideas	  partake	  of	  an	  underlying	  reality	  that	  is	  more	  fundamental	  than	  the	  
material	  world	  that	  we	  perceive	  through	  our	  senses.	  By	  analyzing	  specific,	  related,	  
observable	  objects	  in	  the	  world,	  we	  can	  reach	  an	  ideal	  conception	  of	  that	  object:	  for	  
example,	  we	  reach	  the	  mathematical	  notion	  of	  a	  perfect	  circle	  by	  observing	  the	  
many	  imperfect	  circles	  in	  nature,	  and	  the	  perfect	  circle	  is	  “truer”	  than	  the	  imperfect	  
ones	  insofar	  as	  it	  is	  the	  blueprint	  for	  all	  the	  circles	  found	  in	  nature.	  The	  notion	  of	  the	  
theatrical	  stock	  character	  or	  “type”	  is	  one	  example	  of	  how	  this	  idea	  has	  filtered	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37	  Ibid.,	  20-­‐21.	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down	  through	  the	  ages	  into	  popular	  culture.	  The	  Russian	  intelligentsia,	  having	  
consciously	  or	  unconsciously	  imbibed	  a	  loose	  conception	  of	  forms	  by	  way	  of	  German	  
Idealism,	  were	  eager	  to	  discern	  and	  create	  “types.”	  In	  the	  case	  of	  Susanin,	  Petrov	  
created	  the	  “eternal	  type”	  of	  the	  heroic,	  authoritative,	  self-­‐sacrificing	  bass	  father—a	  
character	  with	  tremendous	  propaganda	  value.	  	  
	   The	  obvious	  next	  step	  in	  any	  effort	  to	  further	  enshrine	  the	  doctrine	  of	  Official	  
Nationality	  in	  Russian	  opera	  would	  have	  been	  to	  depict	  a	  wise,	  paternal	  bass	  tsar.	  
Ironically,	  the	  severe	  limits	  on	  the	  operatic	  representation	  of	  tsars	  made	  this	  all	  but	  
impossible.	  Through	  its	  strict	  censorship,	  the	  regime	  of	  Nicholas	  I	  may	  in	  fact	  have	  
missed	  an	  opportunity	  to	  burnish	  its	  dynastic	  image.	  	  
	   Nevertheless,	  Glinka,	  a	  firm	  supporter	  of	  Official	  Nationality,	  created	  another	  
opera	  that	  celebrated	  loyal	  service	  to	  the	  tsar:	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  (1842),	  a	  serious	  
setting	  of	  Pushkin’s	  satirical	  fairy-­‐tale	  poem	  of	  1820.	  Set	  in	  the	  myth-­‐shrouded	  era	  
of	  Kievan	  Rus’	  (that	  is,	  between	  the	  ninth	  and	  thirteenth	  centuries),	  the	  story	  sends	  
the	  heroic	  bass	  knight	  Ruslan	  to	  rescue	  Lyudmila,	  daughter	  of	  Great	  Prince	  Svetozar	  
of	  Kiev,	  from	  the	  evil	  wizard	  Chernomor.	  In	  keeping	  with	  the	  preference	  for	  
reticently	  depicted	  rulers,	  Svetozar	  is	  a	  minor	  character,	  but	  Ruslan	  acts	  as	  his	  
stand-­‐in.	  Not	  only	  does	  he	  execute	  the	  Prince’s	  orders,	  but	  in	  the	  process	  of	  rescuing	  
Lyudmila,	  he	  gains	  the	  help	  of	  a	  Finnish	  wizard	  and	  wins	  the	  support	  of	  his	  former	  
rival	  for	  the	  princess,	  the	  Khazarian	  knight	  Ratmir.	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  has	  
argued	  that	  the	  picaresque	  story	  line	  supports	  the	  imperialist	  agenda	  of	  nineteenth-­‐
century	  Russian	  state,	  which	  had	  annexed	  Finland	  in	  1809	  and	  had	  won	  one	  of	  
several	  wars	  over	  territory	  with	  the	  Ottoman	  Empire	  in	  1829.	  Through	  the	  activities	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of	  the	  hero,	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  concocts	  a	  fantasy	  of	  the	  conquered	  territories’	  happy	  
cooperation	  with	  and	  submission	  to	  the	  Russian	  Empire.38	  
	   The	  most	  surprising	  thing	  about	  Ruslan	  is	  his	  voice-­‐type:	  in	  defiance	  of	  
Italian-­‐derived	  vocal	  convention,	  the	  young	  knight	  is	  a	  bass.	  Glinka	  wanted	  to	  
capitalize	  on	  his	  favorite	  bass’s	  stupendous	  success	  as	  Susanin,	  and	  in	  doing	  so	  he	  
established	  a	  tradition	  of	  bass	  protagonists.	  He	  likely	  wrote	  the	  role	  specifically	  for	  
Petrov;	  the	  vocal	  writing	  seems	  tailored	  to	  the	  singer’s	  high-­‐lying	  bass	  voice	  (it	  calls	  
for	  a	  high	  G),	  and	  he	  coached	  the	  singer	  extensively	  in	  preparation	  for	  the	  
premiere.39	  But	  the	  magic	  of	  Susanin	  was	  gone:	  even	  after	  Ruslan’s	  striking	  music	  
overcame	  the	  initial	  tepid	  reviews	  of	  the	  opera,	  audiences	  and	  critics	  never	  warmed	  
to	  the	  story.	  In	  his	  monumental	  serialized	  article	  “Ruslan	  and	  the	  Ruslanists,”	  Serov	  
called	  the	  opera	  cold,	  boring,	  and	  lacking	  in	  pathos:	  a	  brilliant	  design	  but	  not	  really	  
alive.40	  The	  static,	  episodic	  plot	  and	  certain	  characters’	  bizarre	  changes	  of	  heart	  
(such	  as	  the	  Khazarian	  Ratmir’s	  shift	  from	  foe	  to	  ally	  of	  Ruslan)	  did	  not	  accord	  with	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  standards	  of	  good	  drama.	  	  
	   A	  crucial	  component	  of	  this	  problem	  lay	  in	  the	  character	  of	  the	  hero	  himself.	  
According	  to	  Serov,	  “Petrov	  was	  not	  quite	  satisfied	  with	  Ruslan’s	  aria—which	  he	  
told	  Glinka	  in	  my	  presence—and	  because	  of	  that	  sang	  it	  limply	  and	  reluctantly.”41	  
The	  remark	  presumably	  refers	  to	  the	  Act	  II	  double	  aria	  scene,	  “O	  поле,	  поле…	  Дай,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  121-­‐26.	  
	  
39	  Pruzhansky,	  “Petrov,	  Osip	  Afans’evich,”	  396-­‐97.	  
	  
40	  Serov,	  “Ruslan	  i	  ruslanisty.”	  Originally	  published	  1867.	  In	  Izbrannye	  stat’i	  vol.	  1,	  ed.	  G.	  N.	  Khubov	  
(Moscow:	  gos.	  muzykal’noe	  izdatel’stvo,	  1950).	  
	  
41	  Serov,	  “Vospominaniya	  o	  Mikhaile	  Ivanoviche	  Glinke.”	  In	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  
ed.	  A	  .	  A.	  Orlova	  (Muzgiz,	  1955),	  89.	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Перун,	  булатный	  меч”	  (“Oh	  field,	  field…Give	  me,	  Perun,	  a	  sword	  of	  damask	  steel”).	  
The	  first	  of	  this	  pair	  of	  arias,	  like	  Susanin’s	  “Ты	  придешь	  моя	  заря,”	  provides	  a	  
moment	  of	  reflection	  on	  loss	  and	  death	  before	  the	  hero’s	  conscious	  plunge	  into	  
danger,	  but	  lacks	  the	  affective	  power	  of	  Susanin’s	  beloved	  aria.	  Instead	  of	  treating	  
simple,	  heartfelt	  emotions	  such	  as	  familial	  love,	  it	  ventures	  into	  more	  abstract	  
territory:	  Ruslan	  looks	  at	  the	  old	  battlefield	  he	  must	  cross,	  meditating	  on	  the	  large	  
number	  of	  warriors	  who	  have	  died	  there	  and	  wondering	  if	  he	  will	  die	  there	  too.	  He	  
does	  not	  mention	  Lyudmila’s	  plight;	  rather,	  the	  main	  cause	  of	  his	  melancholy	  is	  the	  
possibility	  that	  his	  heroic	  exploits	  will	  not	  be	  remembered:	  “Быть может, на холме 
немом/Поставят тихий гроб Русланов,/И струны громкие баянов/Не будут говорить 
о нем” (Perhaps	  on	  that	  mute	  hill/They	  will	  dig	  Ruslan’s	  silent	  grave,/And	  the	  
resounding	  strings	  of	  minstrels/Will	  not	  sing	  of	  him.”	  In	  the	  following	  aria	  he	  rallies	  
himself	  and	  expresses	  heroic	  resolve,	  but	  the	  impression	  remains	  of	  a	  character	  who	  
is	  improbably	  self-­‐conscious,	  concerned	  with	  his	  legacy,	  and	  lacking	  in	  emotion.	  
Furthermore,	  since	  Ruslan’s	  exploits	  take	  place	  offstage,	  the	  audience	  never	  has	  the	  
opportunity	  to	  see	  him	  as	  the	  hero	  he	  purports	  to	  be.	  Evidently,	  Glinka	  was	  so	  
preoccupied	  with	  creating	  a	  picturesque	  medieval	  knight	  out	  of	  ancient	  Rus’	  that	  he	  
neglected	  to	  imbue	  the	  character	  with	  the	  emotional	  depth	  or	  visible	  agency	  that	  
audiences	  had	  so	  admired	  in	  Susanin.	  
	   Ruslan’s	  failure	  as	  a	  model	  for	  future	  bass	  heroes	  thus	  stemmed	  both	  from	  
the	  disregard	  on	  the	  part	  of	  Glinka	  and	  his	  librettists,	  Valerian	  Shirkov,	  Nestor	  
Kukol’nik	  and	  N.	  A.	  Markevich,	  for	  the	  psychological	  detail	  that	  was	  becoming	  de	  
rigueur	  on	  the	  stage	  as	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  progressed,	  and	  from	  Petrov’s	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indifference	  to	  the	  role.42	  It	  was	  a	  failure	  that	  foreshadowed	  the	  inability	  or	  
unwillingness	  of	  any	  later	  Russian	  composer	  to	  write	  a	  properly	  heroic	  bass	  role43,	  
and,	  just	  as	  important,	  the	  consistent	  preference	  of	  bass	  singers	  themselves	  for	  non-­‐
heroic	  roles.	  The	  myth	  of	  the	  heroic	  patriarch	  which	  had	  so	  galvanized	  the	  
audiences	  of	  Ivan	  Susanin	  proved	  unsustainable.	  	  
	   However,	  Ruslan	  was	  a	  failure	  that	  opened	  up	  other	  avenues	  for	  the	  bass	  
voice	  that	  were	  more	  artistically	  significant	  and	  rewarding	  for	  Petrov	  and	  the	  
singers	  who	  followed	  in	  his	  footsteps.	  Anxious	  to	  help	  his	  friend	  Glinka	  in	  the	  wake	  
of	  Ruslan’s	  disappointing	  premiere,	  Petrov	  used	  his	  star-­‐power	  to	  force	  the	  
management	  to	  keep	  mounting	  the	  opera	  over	  the	  years—but	  increasingly	  with	  him	  
playing	  not	  Ruslan	  but	  Ruslan’s	  inept	  rival,	  the	  Varangian	  knight	  Farlaf.44	  Why	  did	  
he	  prefer	  to	  play	  this	  relatively	  minor	  character?	  L’vov	  suggests	  that	  the	  Farlaf	  is	  the	  
most	  realistic,	  human	  character	  in	  the	  story.45	  Certainly	  he	  is	  the	  most	  humorous:	  
afraid	  of	  everything	  but	  nevertheless	  prone	  to	  boasting	  prematurely	  about	  his	  
victory	  over	  Ruslan,	  Farlaf	  brings	  an	  appealing	  anti-­‐epic	  dimension	  to	  this	  otherwise	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42	  He	  was	  not	  the	  only	  one	  who	  found	  the	  role	  problematic.	  Chaliapin	  writes	  that	  “There	  were	  many	  
times	  afterwards	  when	  I	  would	  have	  liked	  to	  sing	  Ruslan,	  but	  each	  time	  I	  found	  hundreds	  of	  good	  
reasons	  for	  avoiding	  the	  part.	  I	  felt	  that	  something	  eluded	  me	  in	  the	  role.	  I	  can’t	  to	  this	  day	  explain	  
exactly	  what.”	  Fyodor	  Chaliapin,	  Mask	  and	  Soul—my	  forty	  years	  in	  the	  theatre	  (Paris,	  1932),	  65-­‐66.	  
	  
43	  One	  later	  bass	  character	  who	  may	  have	  been	  meant	  to	  be	  heroic	  is	  Prince	  Igor	  of	  Borodin’s	  
eponymous	  opera.	  The	  story	  is	  drawn	  from	  the	  epic	  The	  Lay	  of	  Igor’s	  Campaign,	  which	  concerns	  the	  
war	  of	  Igor	  Svyatoslavich	  the	  Brave	  [1151-­‐1201	  or	  1202]	  of	  Rus’	  against	  the	  invading	  Polovtsian	  
tribes.	  Despite	  the	  epic	  source	  (in	  which	  Igor	  wins	  numerous	  battles),	  in	  the	  opera	  all	  he	  manages	  to	  
do	  is	  escape	  from	  Polovtsian	  captivity.	  If	  Borodin	  and	  his	  librettists’	  goal	  was	  to	  resurrect	  an	  ancient	  
national	  hero,	  they	  failed.	  	  
	  
44	  According	  to	  the	  bénéfice	  system	  then	  in	  place,	  principal	  singers	  occasionally	  took	  turns	  choosing	  
the	  opera	  to	  be	  performed.	  The	  singer	  for	  whose	  “benefit”	  a	  given	  opera	  was	  performed	  would	  keep	  
most	  of	  the	  proceeds.	  Usually,	  the	  singer	  would	  choose	  an	  opera	  in	  which	  he	  or	  she	  played	  the	  
principal	  role;	  therefore,	  Petrov’s	  selection	  of	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  with	  himself	  in	  a	  minor	  role	  was	  
quite	  unusual.	  
	  
45	  L’vov,	  22-­‐23.	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coldly	  epic	  opera.	  One	  can	  imagine	  that	  an	  unusually	  proficient	  actor	  such	  as	  Petrov	  
would	  find	  Farlaf’s	  insecurity,	  mood	  shifts,	  and	  outbreaks	  of	  bluster	  a	  more	  
interesting	  challenge	  than	  Ruslan’s	  stolid	  heroism.	  Observers	  were	  delighted	  with	  
the	  singer’s	  comedic	  rendition:	  the	  critic	  Vladimir	  Stasov	  wrote	  that	  	  
	   If	  it	  were	  possible	  to	  take	  a	  photograph	  of	  a	  musical	  performance,	  one	  would	  absolutely	  have	  
	   to	  take	  one	  of	  Petrov	  in	  Ruslan	  and	  Lyudmila	  and	  save	  for	  the	  future	  an	  understanding	  of	  
	   how	  the	  role	  of	  Farlaf	  can	  and	  should	  be	  performed.46	  
	  
	   Although	  L’vov’s	  suggestion	  has	  merit,	  his	  nationalist	  bias	  may	  have	  blinded	  
him	  to	  another	  equally	  significant	  reason	  for	  Petrov’s	  embrace	  of	  the	  role:	  an	  
appreciation	  for	  the	  Italian	  buffo	  tradition.	  Having	  sung	  such	  roles	  as	  Dandini	  (La	  
Cenerentola)	  and	  Figaro	  (Il	  barbiere	  di	  Siviglia),	  he	  surely	  found	  Farlaf’s	  patter-­‐song	  
aria—one	  of	  the	  first	  of	  its	  kind	  in	  Russian	  opera—familiar	  and	  congenial.	  	  
	   	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46	  L’vov,	  p.	  23-­‐24.	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Fig.	  3,	  “Близок уж час торжества моего”	  (“The	  hour	  of	  my	  triumph	  is	  near”)	  
from	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  
 
The	  vivace	  tempo,	  simple	  accompaniment,	  repetitive	  and	  highly	  accented	  rhythmic	  
patterns,	  syllabic	  text-­‐setting,	  tongue-­‐twisting	  succession	  of	  consonants,	  and	  the	  
positioning	  of	  the	  aria	  as	  the	  climactic	  cabaletta	  of	  the	  scene	  are	  typical	  of	  the	  
Rossinian	  bass	  patter	  aria,	  a	  musical	  form	  that	  was	  familiar	  to	  Russian	  audiences	  
who	  were	  flocking	  to	  the	  Italian	  Opera	  in	  the	  1830s	  and	  40s.47	  Farlaf	  and	  the	  
ensuing	  tradition	  of	  comical	  Russian	  basses—several	  of	  whom	  would	  be	  created	  by	  
Petrov,	  including	  Leporello	  (Dargomyzhsky’s	  Kamenny	  gost’)	  and	  Varlaam	  (Boris	  
Godunov)—reflect	  the	  Italian	  buffo	  tradition	  and	  provide	  a	  significant	  counterweight	  
to	  the	  heroic	  or	  solemn	  bass	  protagonists	  for	  which	  Russian	  opera	  is	  known.	  This	  
repertoire’s	  reputation	  for	  authoritative	  basses	  neglects	  the	  lighter	  side	  of	  Russian	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47	  For	  a	  study	  of	  the	  mania	  for	  Italian	  opera	  in	  Russia,	  see	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  “Ital’yanshchina”	  in	  
Defining	  Russia	  Musically,	  186-­‐235.	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opera.	  It	  ignores	  an	  important	  part	  of	  the	  historical	  reality	  in	  favor	  of	  one	  carefully	  
crafted	  image	  of	  Russianness.	  
	  
Petrov,	  Dargomyzhsky,	  Musorgsky,	  and	  the	  Bass	  Antihero	  
	   The	  literary	  works	  that	  have	  come	  to	  define	  Russianness	  for	  many	  Russians	  
and	  non-­‐Russians	  depict	  the	  so-­‐called	  “Russian	  soul”	  as	  introspective,	  fatalistic,	  
irrational,	  and	  prone	  to	  emotional	  extremes.	  Dostoevsky	  famously	  claimed	  that	  “the	  
most	  basic,	  most	  rudimentary	  spiritual	  need	  of	  the	  Russian	  people	  is	  the	  need	  for	  
suffering,	  ever-­‐present	  and	  unquenchable,	  everywhere	  and	  in	  everything.”48	  
Characters	  such	  as	  Raskolnikov,	  Pierre	  Bezukhov,	  Prince	  Myshkin,	  and	  Dmitri	  
Karamazov	  are	  anguished	  to	  the	  point	  of	  seeming	  ludicrous	  to	  readers	  who	  expect	  
rationality	  and	  consistency	  from	  their	  protagonists.	  	  
	   The	  tortured	  operatic	  antihero	  arose	  at	  approximately	  the	  same	  time	  as	  the	  
literary	  one.	  Although	  this	  development	  would	  likely	  have	  happened	  in	  any	  case	  
because	  of	  the	  growing	  interest	  in	  plumbing	  the	  depths	  of	  the	  human	  mind	  through	  
psychology,	  the	  vehicle	  through	  which	  it	  did	  happen	  in	  Russian	  opera	  was	  Petrov.49	  
Even	  early	  in	  his	  career,	  he	  had	  proved	  successful	  in	  portraying	  not	  only	  strong	  
emotion,	  but	  simultaneous	  conflicting	  emotions.	  This	  quality	  of	  inner	  conflict	  or	  
cognitive	  dissonance	  is	  usually	  found	  to	  only	  a	  minimal	  degree	  in	  heroes	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48	  Dostoevsky,	  Diary	  of	  a	  Writer	  quoted	  from	  Nancy	  Ries,	  Russian	  Talk:	  Culture	  and	  Conversation	  
During	  Perestroika	  (Ithaca:	  Cornell	  University	  Press,	  1997),	  83.	  
	  
49	  Here,	  we	  run	  into	  the	  historiographical	  problem	  of	  how	  to	  assess	  the	  agency	  and	  importance	  of	  
“great	  men”	  relative	  to	  the	  larger	  structural	  factors	  that	  enabled	  their	  success.	  If	  Columbus	  had	  not	  
discovered	  the	  Americas,	  someone	  else	  would	  have	  done	  so	  because	  the	  money,	  technology,	  and	  
mercantile	  imperatives	  were	  in	  place	  to	  enable	  it.	  Similarly,	  the	  bass	  antihero	  would	  likely	  have	  been	  
created	  by	  someone	  else	  if	  not	  by	  Petrov.	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villains,	  because	  it	  compromises	  their	  requisite	  decisiveness.	  Rather,	  it	  is	  most	  
pronounced	  in	  characters	  who	  are	  engaged	  in	  an	  activity	  that	  goes	  against	  their	  own	  
conscience,	  or	  who	  experience	  a	  sudden	  reorientation	  of	  their	  moral	  compass	  due	  to	  
a	  traumatic	  event.	  Such	  anti-­‐heroic	  characters	  are	  not	  clearly	  good	  or	  evil.	  	  
	   Until	  the	  1850s,	  Petrov’s	  repertoire	  centered	  on	  heroes	  such	  as	  Susanin	  and	  
Ruslan,	  satanic	  villains	  such	  as	  Bertram	  and	  Kaspar	  (Der	  Freischütz),	  and	  basso	  buffo	  
characters	  such	  as	  Farlaf.	  All	  of	  these	  characters	  as	  written	  are	  relatively	  one-­‐
dimensional	  (though,	  judging	  by	  the	  review	  of	  Petrov	  as	  Bertram	  quoted	  above,	  the	  
singer	  added	  a	  layer	  of	  psychological	  complexity	  in	  performance).	  That	  would	  
change	  with	  Rusalka	  (1856),	  in	  which	  the	  star	  bass	  finally	  had	  the	  opportunity	  to	  
premiere	  a	  role	  that	  showed	  off	  the	  full	  range	  of	  his	  acting	  talents:	  the	  Miller,	  who	  
combines	  comical	  selfishness	  with	  tragic	  grandeur	  in	  a	  way	  that	  had	  not	  been	  seen	  
before	  in	  Russian	  opera.	  (It	  had,	  however,	  been	  seen	  in	  Italian	  opera.	  Dargomyzhsky	  
may	  well	  have	  been	  influenced	  by	  Rigoletto,	  which	  similarly	  features	  a	  soprano	  
ingénue	  who	  is	  seduced	  by	  a	  politically	  powerful	  man	  and	  avenged	  by	  her	  initially	  
buffoonish	  father.)	  
	   Rusalka	  tells	  the	  story	  of	  Natasha,	  a	  peasant	  girl	  who	  is	  seduced	  by	  a	  prince	  
with	  the	  encouragement	  of	  her	  father,	  the	  Miller,	  who	  hopes	  to	  gain	  a	  financial	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The	  sprightly	  tempo,	  major	  key,	  regular	  rhythms	  combined	  with	  offbeat	  accents,	  
staccato	  strings,	  and	  agile	  vocal	  line	  paint	  the	  portrait	  of	  a	  good-­‐humored,	  sly,	  mildly	  
clownish	  character.	  But	  however	  pragmatic	  his	  intentions,	  he	  has	  gravely	  
miscalculated	  the	  depth	  of	  his	  daughter’s	  feelings	  for	  the	  Prince:	  when	  the	  latter	  
abandons	  her,	  she	  commits	  suicide	  by	  throwing	  herself	  into	  a	  lake	  at	  the	  end	  of	  Act	  I.	  
This	  tragedy	  precipitates	  a	  transformation	  both	  in	  Natasha	  (to	  a	  rusalka)	  and	  in	  the	  
Miller	  (to	  a	  guilt-­‐ridden	  madman).	  He	  appears	  again	  in	  Act	  III,	  half-­‐naked	  according	  
to	  the	  libretto,	  declaring	  to	  the	  Prince	  that	  he	  is	  a	  raven.	  In	  order	  to	  capture	  the	  
brokenness	  of	  the	  character,	  Dargomyzhsky	  breaks	  out	  of	  the	  conventional	  number-­‐
opera	  format	  that	  characterizes	  the	  Miller’s	  earlier	  music	  and	  sets	  his	  text	  largely	  in	  
the	  “melodic	  recitative”	  for	  which	  the	  composer	  would	  become	  known	  in	  the	  annals	  
of	  Russian	  music	  history:	  a	  somewhat	  more	  declamatory	  singing	  style	  with	  full	  
orchestral	  accompaniment	  that	  did	  not	  hew	  to	  a	  predetermined	  form.50	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50	  Taruskin,	  “The	  Stone	  Guest	  and	  Its	  Progeny,”	  in	  Opera	  and	  Drama	  in	  Russia	  as	  Preached	  and	  




	   	   	   Fig.	  5,	  Mad	  Scene	  from	  Rusalka	  
	  58	  
Since	  the	  aria	  format	  allows	  the	  depiction	  of	  only	  one	  overarching	  mood	  per	  aria	  
and	  thus	  forces	  characters	  to	  maintain	  the	  same	  mood	  for	  several	  minutes	  at	  least,	  
the	  decision	  to	  abandon	  that	  format	  gave	  the	  composer	  the	  freedom	  to	  depict	  more	  
realistically	  the	  erratic	  mood	  shifts	  that	  nineteenth-­‐century	  audiences	  associated	  
with	  insanity.	  Indeed,	  the	  Miller	  careens	  from	  despair	  to	  dark	  humor	  to	  lucidity	  and	  
back	  in	  the	  space	  of	  a	  few	  seconds.	  
	   This	  more	  declamatory	  and	  heavily	  accented	  vocal	  style,	  which	  required	  
excellent	  diction	  and	  dramatic	  timing	  and	  never	  settled	  into	  the	  expansive	  lyricism	  
of	  the	  traditional	  aria,	  called	  for	  a	  singer	  who	  was	  above	  all	  an	  actor,	  who	  could	  
convey	  affective	  meaning	  instead	  of	  just	  beautiful	  sound.	  Contemporary	  reviews	  
indicate	  that	  Petrov	  succeeded	  on	  this	  front:	  in	  1856,	  Serov	  wrote	  that	  	  
	   In	  the	  first	  act,	  the	  character	  of	  the	  crafty,	  self-­‐serving	  muzhik	  is	  communicated	  by	  g.51	  
	   Petrov	  in	  the	  best	  possible	  way.	  In	  the	  scene	  of	  the	  encounter	  with	  the	  Prince	  in	  the	  third	  act,	  
	   the	  mad	  old	  man	  is	  incarnated	  by	  g.	  Petrov	  so	  artistically	  that	  he	  inspires	  horror	  and	  leaves	  a	  
	   deep,	  indelible	  impression.	  All	  the	  hues	  of	  	  this	  striking	  [рельефный]	  role	  are	  communicated	  
	   with	  a	  mastery	  worthy	  of	  the	  paramount	  European	  artists.	  The	  role	  of	  the	  Miller	  remains	  in	  
	   the	  rich	  	  repertoire	  of	  g.	  Petrov	  as	  one	  of	  his	  most	  typically	  splendid.52	  
	  
Serov’s	  remarks	  also	  appear	  to	  link	  Petrov’s	  more	  realistic	  acting	  with	  
developments	  in	  Western	  European	  theater,	  undermining	  L’vov’s	  thesis	  that	  the	  
singer’s	  innovations	  represented	  something	  new	  and	  distinctively	  Russian.	  
	   After	  his	  highly	  successful	  debut,	  Petrov	  grew	  into	  the	  role	  still	  more	  as	  the	  
years	  went	  by:	  reviews	  increasingly	  commented	  on	  his	  superlative	  acting	  even	  as	  
they	  noted	  the	  decline	  of	  his	  voice.53	  In	  1868,	  one	  reviewer	  stated	  that	  “The	  role	  of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51	  G.	  is	  short	  for	  “gospodin,”	  the	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  equivalent	  of	  “Mr.”	  
	  
52	  Serov,	  quoted	  from	  Mikhail	  Samoilovich	  Pekelis,	  A.	  S.	  Dargomyzhsky	  i	  ego	  okruzhenie,	  issledovanie,	  
t.	  2.	  (Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  1973),	  325.	  
	  
53	  On	  his	  vocal	  decline,	  see	  the	  1865	  review	  by	  “I.”	  in	  Russki	  invalid,	  quoted	  in	  Pekelis,	  350-­‐51.	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the	  Miller	  numbers	  among	  the	  three	  incomparable	  types	  created	  by	  Petrov	  in	  three	  
Russian	  operas,	  and	  with	  the	  Miller	  his	  artistic	  ability	  has	  all	  but	  reached	  its	  highest	  
limits.”54	  	  
	   Here	  yet	  again	  we	  see	  the	  mention	  of	  “types.”	  If	  Susanin	  is	  the	  type	  of	  the	  
heroic,	  self-­‐sacrificing	  father,	  and	  Farlaf	  is	  the	  type	  of	  the	  comical	  villain—both	  of	  
which	  would	  exert	  a	  strong	  hold	  on	  the	  Russian	  operatic	  imagination—the	  Miller	  
represents	  an	  amalgam	  of	  the	  two.55	  Though	  he	  begins	  as	  the	  opera’s	  comic	  relief,	  he	  
becomes	  one	  of	  its	  most	  tragic	  and	  powerful	  figures	  when	  he	  pushes	  the	  Prince	  into	  
the	  lake,	  where	  the	  latter	  is	  dragged	  to	  his	  death	  by	  Natasha	  and	  her	  fellow	  rusalki.	  
L’vov	  gives	  voice	  to	  the	  mystique	  of	  the	  terrifying,	  death-­‐dealing	  bass:	  “Here,	  the	  
Miller	  is	  a	  terrible	  [грозный,	  grozny],	  majestic	  figure	  of	  a	  father	  and	  avenger.”56	  I	  
will	  later	  argue	  that	  this	  type	  of	  antiheroic	  and	  menacing	  bass	  character	  would	  
become	  the	  most	  historically	  significant	  character	  type	  in	  Russian	  opera	  via	  the	  
work	  of	  Chaliapin,	  who	  followed	  in	  Petrov’s	  footsteps.	  
	  
Mute	  Rulers	  and	  Bass	  Representatives	  
	   The	  word	  grozny	  is	  not	  quite	  as	  negative	  a	  term	  in	  Russian	  as	  the	  modern	  
meaning	  of	  its	  English	  equivalent.	  Rather	  than	  implying	  primarily	  evil	  or	  
unpleasantness	  (though	  it	  often	  also	  implies	  those	  things),	  it	  connotes	  formidability,	  
severity,	  and	  the	  ability	  to	  inspire	  awe,	  and	  is	  etymologically	  related	  to	  the	  word	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54	  Quoted	  in	  L’vov,	  26.	  
	  
55	  It	  is	  not	  clear	  whether	  the	  reviewer	  was	  referring	  to	  Ruslan	  or	  Farlaf	  as	  the	  “incomparable	  type”	  
that	  Petrov	  created	  in	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila.	  I	  assume	  the	  latter	  because	  Petrov	  himself	  clearly	  believed	  
that	  Farlaf	  was	  a	  better	  vehicle	  for	  his	  talents.	  
	  
56	  L’vov,	  28-­‐29.	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groza	  (thunder).	  Thus,	  for	  example,	  Ivan	  Grozny	  (“the	  Terrible”)	  actually	  means	  
something	  closer	  to	  Ivan	  the	  Awe-­‐Inspiring.	  Grozny	  rulers	  are	  one	  of	  the	  enduring	  
myths	  of	  Russian	  culture	  and	  constitute	  a	  political	  sublime:	  they	  stand	  at	  a	  nexus	  of	  
admiration	  and	  horror,	  love	  and	  hate.	  It	  therefore	  comes	  as	  no	  surprise	  that	  Russian	  
opera—an	  art	  form	  which	  traffics	  heavily	  in	  the	  mythological	  and	  the	  sublime—
would	  so	  frequently	  depict	  or	  allude	  to	  them.	  	  
	   The	  sublime	  is	  by	  its	  nature	  difficult	  to	  represent,	  and	  Russian	  composers’	  
efforts	  to	  do	  so	  were	  even	  further	  hampered	  by	  stringent	  yet	  inconsistent	  policies	  of	  
censorship.	  Only	  in	  1872	  would	  the	  ban	  on	  tsars	  in	  opera	  be	  amended	  to	  allow	  non-­‐
Romanov	  tsars.57	  Even	  then,	  since	  composers	  of	  historical	  operas	  usually	  based	  
their	  librettos	  on	  plays	  that	  had	  been	  written	  much	  earlier,	  during	  times	  of	  stricter	  
censorship,	  their	  operas	  tend	  not	  to	  feature	  tsars	  as	  active	  characters	  in	  the	  story.58	  
The	  effects	  of	  tsars’	  decisions	  are	  felt	  strongly	  by	  the	  other	  characters,	  but	  they	  
themselves	  do	  not	  appear	  onstage,	  or	  appear	  only	  briefly	  and	  say	  nothing.	  The	  tsar	  
in	  question	  is	  usually	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible	  [r.	  1547-­‐1584],	  the	  most	  flagrantly	  despotic	  
ruler	  in	  Russian	  history.	  In	  Chaikovsky’s	  Oprichnik	  (The	  Guardsman,	  1874),	  Ivan	  the	  
Terrible	  never	  appears,	  but	  his	  demand	  (delivered	  by	  messenger	  at	  the	  wedding	  
feast)	  to	  see	  his	  guardsman	  Andrei’s	  bride	  alone	  causes	  Andrei	  to	  curse	  the	  Tsar	  and	  
thus	  bring	  about	  his	  own	  execution;	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  (The	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
57	  David	  Lloyd-­‐Jones,	  Boris	  Godunov:	  The	  Facts	  and	  the	  Problems	  (Oxford:	  Oxford	  University	  Press,	  
1975),	  3,	  16	  
	  
58	  Technically,	  Nicholas	  I’s	  edict	  of	  1837	  permitted	  the	  representation	  of	  some	  non-­‐Romanov	  tsars	  
(that	  is,	  those	  who	  had	  not	  been	  canonized)	  in	  dramas,	  but	  not	  in	  operas.	  In	  practice,	  however,	  
playwrights	  had	  trouble	  getting	  most	  of	  their	  historical	  dramas	  about	  tsars	  published	  and	  produced,	  
since	  censors	  viewed	  any	  negative	  portrayal	  of	  any	  tsar	  as	  a	  potential	  threat.	  See	  Charles	  A.	  Ruud,	  
“Russia”	  in	  The	  War	  for	  the	  Public	  Mind:	  Political	  Censorship	  in	  19th-­‐Century	  Europe,	  ed.	  Robert	  Justin	  
Goldstein	  (Westport,	  CT:	  Praeger,	  2000).	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Tsar’s	  Bride,	  1899),	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible	  appears,	  mutely	  looks	  at	  the	  heroine	  Marfa,	  
decides	  that	  she	  will	  be	  his	  next	  wife,	  and	  thereby	  sets	  in	  motion	  a	  chain	  of	  events	  
that	  results	  in	  the	  death	  of	  all	  the	  main	  characters.59	  	  
	   Since	  Ivan	  does	  little	  or	  nothing	  onstage	  in	  the	  dramas	  on	  which	  these	  operas	  
were	  based,	  the	  composers	  and	  librettists	  resorted	  to	  other,	  less	  direct	  means	  of	  
making	  his	  power	  felt.	  Disappointingly,	  neither	  composer	  musters	  music	  that	  is	  up	  
to	  the	  task.	  However,	  in	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta,	  Marfa	  sings	  briefly	  of	  her	  fear	  at	  the	  sight	  
of	  the	  tsar	  (whom	  she	  does	  not	  recognize):	  “His	  stern	  and	  fixed	  gaze	  weighs	  on	  my	  
soul	  like	  a	  stone.	  Whoever	  he	  was,	  that	  gloomy	  look	  of	  his	  was	  terrible,	  terrible.”	  
More	  importantly,	  each	  opera	  features	  an	  important	  bass	  or	  baritone	  character	  who	  
either	  acts	  on	  behalf	  of	  Ivan	  or	  engages	  in	  similarly	  rapacious	  behavior	  on	  his	  own	  
behalf.	  These	  characters	  essentially	  function	  as	  stand-­‐ins	  for	  the	  tsar.	  In	  Oprichnik,	  
that	  role	  is	  taken	  on	  by	  the	  bass	  or	  baritone	  Prince	  Vyazminsky60,	  who	  is	  the	  leader	  
of	  the	  oprichniki	  (Ivan’s	  feared	  guardsmen	  and	  secret	  police)	  and	  therefore	  the	  
highest	  authority	  figure	  who	  appears	  in	  the	  opera.	  An	  enemy	  of	  Andrei’s	  deceased	  
father,	  he	  gets	  revenge	  on	  Andrei	  by	  forcing	  him	  to	  renounce	  his	  mother	  and	  fiancée	  
after	  the	  young	  man	  joins	  the	  oprichniki.	  After	  Andrei	  appeals	  his	  case	  but	  ends	  up	  
losing	  his	  bride	  to	  the	  tsar	  and	  getting	  arrested	  for	  cursing	  him,	  Vyazminsky	  forces	  
Andrei’s	  elderly	  mother	  to	  watch	  the	  execution,	  a	  sight	  which	  causes	  her	  to	  die	  as	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59	  The	  most	  famous	  Russian	  opera	  that	  features	  an	  invisible	  ruler	  is	  Pikovaya	  dama.	  The	  characters	  
attend	  a	  ball	  whose	  guest	  of	  honor	  is	  to	  be	  Catherine	  the	  Great;	  the	  scene	  ends	  with	  the	  
announcement	  that	  she	  has	  arrived.	  The	  audience	  never	  sees	  her.	  	  
	  
60	  The	  score	  identifies	  the	  role’s	  voice-­‐type	  as	  baritone,	  but	  it	  was	  also	  sung	  by	  high	  basses	  such	  as	  
Chaliapin.	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well.	  Vyazminsky	  is	  thus	  the	  most	  visible	  villain	  of	  the	  piece,	  and,	  as	  the	  leader	  of	  
Ivan’s	  personal	  guard,	  he	  is	  the	  opera’s	  primary	  representative	  of	  royal	  authority.	  	  
	   In	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta,	  that	  role	  is	  taken	  on	  by	  the	  baritone	  Gryaznoi	  (also	  an	  
oprichnik),	  who	  like	  Ivan	  becomes	  obsessed	  with	  the	  heroine	  Marfa.	  His	  efforts	  to	  
break	  her	  engagement	  to	  her	  childhood	  sweetheart	  are	  characterized	  by	  force:	  he	  
attempts	  to	  compel	  her	  love	  by	  slipping	  what	  he	  thinks	  is	  a	  love	  potion	  into	  her	  
drink;	  when	  it	  turns	  out	  to	  be	  poison,	  he	  frames	  her	  fiancé	  for	  her	  murder.	  His	  
rapacity	  and	  willingness	  to	  use	  compulsion	  and	  deception	  to	  get	  what	  he	  wants	  
strongly	  recall	  the	  historical	  Ivan.	  Smaller	  details	  further	  reinforce	  the	  allegory.	  Like	  
the	  tsar,	  Gryaznoi	  is	  promiscuous—the	  opera	  opens	  with	  him	  casting	  off	  a	  former	  
mistress—and,	  when	  he	  kills	  her	  in	  a	  fit	  of	  rage,	  one	  is	  reminded	  of	  Ivan’s	  
unpremeditated	  attacks	  on	  his	  own	  family,	  including	  beating	  his	  pregnant	  daughter-­‐
in-­‐law,	  possibly	  causing	  her	  miscarriage,	  and	  accidentally	  killing	  his	  oldest	  son	  in	  
the	  fierce	  argument	  that	  ensued.	  At	  the	  end	  of	  the	  opera,	  Gryaznoi	  is	  consumed	  by	  
remorse	  and	  offers	  himself	  up	  for	  execution,	  an	  act	  which	  recalls	  Ivan’s	  periodic	  
bouts	  of	  religious	  enthusiasm	  and	  desire	  for	  atonement.61	  The	  death	  of	  all	  the	  
aristocratic	  main	  characters	  (mostly	  at	  Gryaznoi’s	  instigation)	  recalls	  Ivan’s	  
systematic	  persecution	  of	  prominent	  boyars,	  who	  were	  often	  exiled	  or	  executed	  on	  
dubious	  charges	  of	  conspiracy.	  Although	  we	  never	  see	  Ivan	  again	  after	  his	  one	  silent	  
appearance	  earlier	  in	  the	  opera,	  the	  finale	  nevertheless	  leaves	  us	  with	  a	  vivid	  
portrait	  of	  the	  tsar’s	  despotism.	  One	  result	  of	  this	  reticent	  approach	  to	  depicting	  
tsars	  is	  that	  it	  allowed	  audiences	  to	  imagine	  them	  as	  existing	  somewhere	  else,	  on	  an	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61	  See	  Andrei	  Pavlov	  and	  Maureen	  Perrie,	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible	  (London:	  Pearson,	  2003).	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inaccessible	  plane,	  subject	  to	  neither	  the	  usual	  laws	  of	  representation	  nor	  to	  the	  
empathy	  of	  the	  audience	  which	  is	  so	  central	  to	  the	  traditional	  operatic	  experience.	  
In	  both	  operas,	  Ivan	  is	  an	  infinitely	  distant,	  terrible,	  and	  incomprehensible	  figure—
unlike,	  for	  example,	  the	  anguished	  and	  all-­‐too-­‐human	  Boris	  Godunov.	  	  
	   Neither	  Oprichnik	  nor	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  has	  found	  favor	  in	  the	  West,	  perhaps	  
in	  part	  because	  Western	  audiences	  are	  accustomed	  to	  seeing	  franker	  depictions	  of	  
rulers’	  unseemly	  behavior	  and	  would	  therefore	  likely	  be	  baffled	  by	  the	  indirectness	  
with	  which	  despotic	  power	  is	  portrayed	  in	  these	  operas.	  Moreover,	  these	  operas	  
assume	  a	  degree	  of	  familiarity	  with	  the	  details	  of	  Ivan’s	  reign	  which	  Western	  
audiences	  lack.	  Nevertheless,	  provided	  that	  the	  viewer	  is	  aware	  of	  the	  historical	  
context	  and	  the	  climate	  of	  censorship	  that	  surrounded	  the	  plays	  on	  which	  these	  
operas	  were	  based,	  this	  indirect	  depiction	  of	  royal	  authority	  can	  be	  remarkably	  
compelling.	  Indeed,	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  is	  a	  repertory	  standard	  in	  Russia.	  By	  contrast,	  
the	  two	  most	  influential	  operas	  that	  presented	  tsars	  as	  tormented	  protagonists	  in	  
the	  1870s	  and	  1880s,	  despite	  their	  appeal	  for	  modern	  audiences,	  achieved	  little	  
success	  in	  their	  day.	  	  
	   Immediately	  following	  the	  1872	  decree,	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters	  took	  
advantage	  of	  the	  more	  lenient	  policy	  and	  premiered	  operas	  about	  the	  two	  most	  
formidable	  tsars	  of	  the	  half-­‐century	  before	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  Romanov	  dynasty,	  Ivan	  the	  
Terrible	  and	  Boris	  Godunov	  [r.	  1598-­‐1605].	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Pskovityanka	  (The	  
Maid	  of	  Pskov),	  featuring	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible,	  made	  a	  tepid	  impression	  in	  1873.	  The	  
following	  year,	  Boris	  Godunov,	  one	  of	  the	  Russian	  canon’s	  current	  best-­‐known	  
operas,	  premiered	  to	  mostly	  hostile	  reviews.	  Chaikovsky	  wrote,	  “Musorgsky’s	  music	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I	  send	  to	  the	  devil;	  it	  is	  the	  most	  vulgar	  and	  vile	  parody	  on	  music.”62	  The	  poor	  
reception	  of	  both	  operas	  may	  be	  attributed	  to	  both	  musical	  and	  dramaturgical	  
factors.	  Musically,	  they	  were	  the	  work	  of	  inexperienced	  yet	  radical	  composers	  
whose	  propensity	  for	  Dargomyzhsky-­‐inspired	  declamatory	  accompanied	  recitative	  
contrasted	  starkly	  with	  the	  Italian	  and	  Russian	  number	  operas	  then	  in	  vogue.63	  
Dramaturgically,	  both	  operas	  portray	  ruthless	  monarchs	  sympathetically,	  which	  
may	  have	  limited	  their	  appeal	  for	  audiences	  due	  to	  educated	  society’s	  increasing	  
alienation	  from	  the	  monarchy.64	  Both	  operas	  languished	  after	  their	  initial	  runs,	  
receiving	  few	  performances	  up	  to	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle.	  
	   How,	  then,	  did	  Boris	  become	  the	  cornerstone	  of	  the	  Russian	  repertory?	  I	  
would	  like	  to	  supplement	  music	  historians’	  work-­‐centered	  appraisals	  of	  this	  opera	  
with	  a	  performer-­‐centered	  one.	  I	  contend	  that	  its	  success	  in	  performance	  is	  
unusually	  dependent	  on	  the	  singer	  who	  portrays	  the	  title	  character.	  With	  Osip	  
Petrov	  nearing	  the	  end	  of	  his	  career	  and	  in	  vocal	  decline,	  there	  was	  no	  bass	  or	  
baritone	  at	  the	  Mariinsky	  who	  had	  the	  necessary	  acting	  talents	  to	  bring	  this	  peculiar	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62	  Pyotr	  Chaikovsky,	  letter	  to	  his	  brother	  Modest,	  29	  October	  1874,	  in	  Piotr	  Ilyich	  Tchaikovsky:	  Letters	  
to	  his	  Family,	  an	  Autobiography,	  translated	  by	  G.	  von	  Meck	  (New	  York:	  Stein	  and	  Day,	  1982),	  89.	  
	  
63	  In	  1898,	  the	  playwright	  Tikhonov	  wrote	  that	  “In	  those	  days,	  splendid	  performances	  of	  Russian	  
operas	  were	  given,	  but	  the	  attendance	  was	  generally	  poor.	  …To	  attend	  the	  Russian	  opera	  was	  not	  
fashionable.	  At	  the	  first	  performance	  of	  The	  Maid	  of	  Pskov	  [in	  1873]	  there	  was	  a	  good	  deal	  of	  protest.	  
An	  energetic	  campaign	  was	  being	  waged	  against	  the	  ‘music	  of	  the	  future’—that	  is,	  of	  the	  ‘mighty	  
handful.’	  Tikhonov,	  quoted	  from	  M.	  D.	  Calvocoressi,	  Modest	  Musorgsky:	  His	  Life	  and	  Works	  (London:	  
Rockliff,	  1976),	  175.	  
	  
64	  The	  late	  1860s	  saw	  the	  rise	  of	  violent,	  intelligentsia-­‐led	  opposition	  to	  the	  monarchy.	  Although	  
naturally	  the	  vast	  majority	  of	  educated	  society	  did	  not	  participate,	  the	  public	  was	  remarkably	  
unsympathetic	  to	  Alexander	  II	  in	  the	  wake	  of	  multiple	  assassination	  attempts.	  See	  Riasanovsky	  Ch.	  8,	  
“Russia	  from	  the	  Death	  of	  Nicholas	  I	  to	  the	  Abdication	  of	  Nicholas	  II,	  1855-­‐1917.”	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role	  to	  life.65	  Only	  many	  years	  later	  with	  the	  extraordinary	  performances	  of	  Fyodor	  
Chaliapin	  [1873-­‐1938]	  would	  audiences	  and	  critics	  come	  to	  see	  Boris	  in	  a	  new	  light,	  
as	  a	  magnificent	  antihero.	  	  
	  
Fyodor	  Chaliapin	  and	  Bass	  Antiheroes	  
Chaliapin’s	  most	  recent	  biographer	  has	  dubbed	  the	  singer	  “Tsar	  Feodor.”66	  The	  title	  
is	  apt:	  contemporaries	  spoke	  of	  Chaliapin	  as	  a	  force	  of	  nature,	  a	  larger-­‐than-­‐life	  
performer	  who	  exerted	  an	  uncanny	  total	  power	  over	  his	  audience.	  Although	  his	  
striking	  voice	  has	  been	  preserved	  on	  approximately	  84	  recordings	  made	  between	  
1897	  and	  1936,67	  we	  can	  have	  little	  idea	  of	  the	  impact	  of	  his	  live	  performances:	  a	  
critic	  for	  the	  Manchester	  Guardian	  in	  1926	  informed	  readers	  that	  	  
	   He	  is	  among	  all	  singers	  the	  one	  most	  in	  need	  of	  being	  seen	  in	  order	  to	  be	  properly	  heard.	  
	   Those	  who	  could	  only	  know	  his	  art	  from	  gramophone	  records	  can	  have	  but	  a	  faint	  idea	  of	  his	  
	   power	  of	  swaying	  and	  subduing	  the	  audience.68	  
	  
For	  some	  viewers,	  this	  power	  even	  had	  a	  sinister	  quality:	  according	  to	  Hans	  Hotter,	  
“It	  seems	  hard	  to	  describe	  exactly	  the	  character	  of	  such	  an	  influence,	  but	  in	  my	  belief	  
expressions	  like	  magic	  or	  even	  daemonic	  would	  not	  be	  exaggerated.”69	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65	  Petrov,	  a	  close	  friend	  of	  and	  significant	  influence	  on	  the	  young	  Musorgsky,	  would	  likely	  have	  
premiered	  the	  role	  of	  Boris	  had	  the	  opera	  been	  composed	  several	  years	  earlier.	  Instead,	  he	  took	  on	  
the	  minor	  basso	  buffo	  role	  of	  Varlaam.	  Ivan	  Mel’nikov,	  who	  sang	  Boris	  at	  the	  premiere,	  was	  a	  
respectable	  but	  not	  extraordinary	  baritone.	  	  
	  
66	  Joseph	  Darsky,	  Tsar	  Feodor:	  Chaliapin	  in	  America	  (Hauppage,	  NY:	  Nova	  Science,	  2012).	  
	  
67	  For	  the	  full	  discography,	  see	  Victor	  Borovsky,	  Chaliapin:	  A	  Critical	  Biography	  (New	  York:	  Knopf,	  
1988),	  543-­‐81.	  
	  
68	  Ibid.,	  10.	  	  
	  
69	  Ibid.,	  8-­‐9.	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   Although	  a	  full	  exploration	  of	  Chaliapin’s	  career	  and	  influence	  is	  beyond	  the	  
scope	  of	  this	  chapter,	  I	  will	  investigate	  his	  engagement	  with	  one	  particular	  kind	  of	  
role,	  the	  antiheroic	  king	  or	  tsar.	  I	  have	  chosen	  this	  “type”	  because	  it	  seems	  the	  most	  
significant	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  political	  environment	  of	  late	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russia:	  
these	  operatic	  rulers—morally	  compromised,	  doomed,	  yet	  sympathetic—
encapsulate	  the	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  educated	  classes’	  complex	  attitudes	  toward	  the	  
fading	  Romanov	  dynasty.	  In	  creating	  memorable	  tyrants,	  reconstructed	  from	  
painstaking	  research	  into	  historical	  detail,70	  Chaliapin	  gave	  audiences	  believable	  
villains	  whom	  they	  could	  love	  to	  hate,	  and	  whose	  onstage	  deaths	  or	  defeats	  
prophesied	  the	  end	  of	  the	  tsarist	  era.	  Furthermore,	  his	  performances	  of	  these	  roles	  
abroad	  created	  a	  fantasy	  of	  Russian	  despotism	  and	  primitiveness	  that	  reflected	  and	  
enhanced	  Western	  audiences’	  perception	  of	  the	  differences	  between	  East	  and	  West.	  
These	  audiences	  devoured	  his	  performances	  as	  eagerly	  as	  they	  did	  the	  lurid	  antics	  
of	  The	  Rite	  of	  Spring.	  
	   The	  singer	  began	  creating	  these	  roles	  at	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera	  (MPO),	  a	  
small,	  adventurous	  company	  headed	  by	  the	  railway	  magnate	  and	  artistic	  patron	  
Savva	  Mamontov.	  Mamontov	  was	  known	  for	  downplaying	  star-­‐power	  and	  instead	  
training	  young	  singers	  to	  give	  ensemble	  performances	  under	  the	  guidance	  of	  the	  
director	  (himself),	  but	  Chaliapin	  did	  not	  fit	  the	  profile	  of	  an	  impressionable	  young	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70	  Chaliapin	  and	  Mamontov	  frequently	  consulted	  with	  historians	  and	  looked	  at	  period	  art	  in	  order	  to	  
reconstruct	  accurate	  clothing	  styles	  and	  to	  better	  understand	  the	  personalities	  of	  historical	  figures.	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singer.71	  Instead,	  he	  tended	  to	  dominate	  whatever	  performance	  he	  took	  part	  in.	  
Mamontov	  capitalized	  on	  this	  tendency	  by	  casting	  him	  as	  masterful	  kings	  and	  tsars.	  	  
	   One	  of	  the	  first	  of	  these	  formidable	  operatic	  rulers	  was	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible	  in	  
Pskovityanka,	  which	  had	  long	  fallen	  out	  of	  the	  repertoire.	  Chaliapin	  not	  only	  
resurrected	  the	  opera,	  but	  convinced	  Rimsky	  to	  revise	  Ivan’s	  music.	  In	  his	  memoirs,	  
he	  recounts	  this	  sometimes	  awkward	  process	  in	  unusual	  detail:	  
	   At	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  last	  act	  of	  the	  opera	  I	  am	  unable	  to	  go	  on	  as	  I	  should.	  What	  is	  the	  
	   matter?	  This:	  At	  first,	  Ivan	  is	  sunk	  in	  meditation.	  He	  recalls	  his	  youth,	  his	  meeting	  Vera,	  
	   Olga’s	  mother,	  long	  ago	  in	  a	  nut	  grove,	  how	  his	  heart	  throbbed,	  how	  he	  yielded	  to	  his	  latest	  
	   torrent	  of	  passion.	  But	  that	  very	  moment,	  right	  after	  this,	  his	  thoughts	  take	  a	  very	  different	  
	   turn…There	  is	  an	  abrupt	  transition	  from	  one	  state	  of	  mind	  to	  another—it	  needs	  either	  a	  
	   pause,	  or	  perhaps	  there	  should	  be	  a	  change	  in	  the	  pace	  of	  the	  music,	  but	  the	  composer	  has	  
	   not	  done	  this.	  I	  had	  to	  ask	  the	  conductor	  to	  hold	  the	  orchestra	  on	  the	  last	  note,	  to	  draw	  it	  out	  
	   so	  as	  to	  give	  me	  the	  opportunity,	  and	  the	  time,	  to	  change	  my	  expression	  and	  my	  manner.	  I	  
	   talked	  about	  this	  to	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.	  My	  admiration	  for	  him	  is	  boundless,	  but	  it	  must	  be	  
	   said	  that	  Nikolai	  Andreevich	  did	  not	  like	  to	  hear	  about	  his	  mistakes.	  And	  he	  was	  not	  
	   particularly	  keen	  to	  hear	  me	  either.	  He	  said	  sullenly:	  ‘I’ll	  see,	  I’ll	  think	  about	  it…’	  A	  short	  time	  
	   later	  he	  brought	  me	  a	  new	  aria	  for	  the	  scene.	  He	  had	  dedicated	  it	  to	  me…but	  I	  sang	  it	  only	  
	   once—at	  the	  rehearsal.	  The	  original	  recitative,	  even	  with	  its	  mistakes,	  was	  superb,	  while	  the	  
	   aria	  with	  which	  he	  wanted	  to	  replace	  it	  was	  quite	  unsuitable:	  an	  ‘aria’	  was	  not	  what	  I	  wanted	  
	   on	  the	  lips	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible.72	  
	  
Although	  that	  particular	  revision	  did	  not	  stick,	  the	  quote	  reveals	  the	  amount	  of	  
thought	  Chaliapin	  put	  into	  his	  roles	  and	  his	  sometimes	  high-­‐handed	  creative	  control	  
over	  them.73	  The	  result	  was	  a	  new	  “third	  version”	  of	  Pskovityanka,	  which	  premiered	  
at	  the	  MPO	  in	  1896.	  Critics	  found	  his	  Ivan	  nothing	  short	  of	  revelatory,	  both	  
musically	  and	  dramatically.	  Nikolai	  Findeizen	  reports:	  	  
	   The	  realism	  of	  his	  declamation	  was	  amazing;	  I	  sometimes	  found	  it	  positively	  unbelievable	  
	   that	  I	  was	  listening	  to	  a	  phrase	  which	  had	  been	  learnt	  from	  written-­‐down	  music.	  It	  was	  live,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71	  For	  more	  on	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera,	  see	  Olga	  Haldey,	  Mamontov’s	  Private	  Opera:	  The	  Search	  for	  
Modernism	  in	  Russian	  Theater	  (Bloomington:	  Indiana	  University	  Press,	  2010).	  
	  
72	  Quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  191-­‐92.	  	  
	  
73	  Rimsky	  felt	  that	  sometimes	  Chaliapin	  overwhelmed	  his	  parts:	  he	  “distorted	  by	  his	  genius	  the	  
proper	  ratio	  of	  musical	  values	  (composer-­‐performer)	  and	  diverted	  the	  attention	  of	  the	  public	  from	  
the	  work	  to	  himself.”	  He	  later	  refused	  to	  recompose	  the	  baritone	  role	  of	  Gryaznoi	  in	  Tsarskaya	  
nevesta	  for	  the	  bass.	  Ibid.,	  315.	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   free	  speech,	  adapting	  itself	  to	  convey	  all	  the	  shades	  of	  emotion.	  In	  the	  part	  of	  Ivan	  the	  
	   Terrible,	  not	  a	  single	  word	  was	  wasted…74	  
	  
	   His	  acting	  was	  even	  more	  impressive.	  The	  painter	  Mikhail	  Nesterov	  wrote	  of	  
his	  first	  entrance	  that	  “What	  was	  now	  happening	  on	  the	  stage	  struck	  terror	  into	  the	  
whole	  audience.”75	  Stasov	  added,	  “How	  much	  suspicion,	  mistrust	  and	  anxious	  
cowardice	  there	  is	  on	  the	  face	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible,	  what	  a	  mixture	  of	  formidable	  
menace	  and	  secret	  pusillanimity	  emanates	  from	  him	  as	  he	  looks	  around…”76	  
Elsewhere,	  Stasov	  wrote	  of	  the	  tragic	  end	  of	  the	  opera:	  
	   Then	  he	  [Ivan]	  abandoned	  everything	  and,	  with	  all	  hope	  gone,	  fell	  on	  the	  ground	  beside	  the	  
	   body	  of	  his	  daughter,	  like	  a	  subjugated,	  stricken	  beast.	  The	  inflections	  of	  his	  voice	  
	   everywhere,	  the	  way	  he	  spoke	  and	  the	  music,	  the	  poetry,	  the	  tragedy—it	  is	  impossible	  to	  
	   give	  anyone	  an	  idea	  of	  all	  this.77	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74	  Originally	  written	  1897	  for	  the	  Russkaya	  muzykal’naya	  gazeta,	  here	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  196-­‐97.	  
	  
75	  Quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  177.	  
	  
76	  Ibid.,	  181.	  
	  
77	  Stasov,	  originally	  written	  Oct.	  30,	  1903	  in	  Novosti,	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  193-­‐94.	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Fig.	  6,	  Chaliapin	  in	  Act	  III	  of	  Pskovityanka	  at	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera	  in	  
1896.	  Reproduced	  in	  Fyodor	  Chaliapin,	  Povesti	  o	  zhizni	  (Moscow:	  Iskusstvo,	  
1960),	  112.	  
	  
	   What	  the	  numerous	  reviews	  have	  in	  common	  is	  their	  attitude	  toward	  Ivan:	  
rather	  than	  portraying	  him	  as	  awe-­‐inspiring,	  they	  repeatedly	  stress	  the	  physical	  and	  
moral	  decrepitude	  that	  lie	  behind	  his	  powerful	  exterior.	  Given	  the	  educated	  classes’	  
disenchantment	  with	  the	  monarchy,	  it	  is	  worth	  considering	  the	  possibility	  that	  the	  
all-­‐but-­‐forgotten	  Pskovityanka	  seemed	  newly	  relevant	  in	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  
century.	  The	  plot,	  which	  concerns	  Ivan’s	  efforts	  to	  suppress	  an	  uprising	  in	  the	  city	  of	  
Pskov,	  parallels	  the	  wave	  of	  repressions	  enacted	  by	  Alexander	  III	  (r.	  1881-­‐1894)	  in	  
	  70	  
the	  wake	  of	  the	  assassination	  of	  his	  father	  Alexander	  II	  in	  1881.78	  The	  romantic	  
involvement	  of	  Ivan’s	  daughter	  Olga	  (the	  eponymous	  Maid	  of	  Pskov)	  with	  a	  rebel	  
leader	  further	  suggests	  his	  declining	  credibility:	  he	  still	  has	  legal	  authority	  over	  Olga	  
and	  the	  people	  of	  Pskov,	  but	  he	  has	  lost	  their	  respect	  and	  obedience.	  Chaliapin	  
revived	  this	  role	  at	  an	  ideal	  time:	  shortly	  after	  the	  death	  of	  the	  widely	  disliked	  
Alexander	  III,	  opera	  audiences	  were	  doubtless	  primed	  for	  representations	  of	  
repressive	  monarchs.	  	  	  
	   If	  Chaliapin’s	  Ivan	  eerily	  captured	  the	  mood	  of	  his	  fellow	  countrymen,	  his	  
later	  performances	  of	  the	  role	  abroad	  crystallized	  Western	  assumptions	  about	  
Russia	  and	  “the	  East”	  with	  equal	  brilliance.	  Perhaps	  the	  most	  fundamental	  of	  these	  
assumptions,	  which	  would	  undergird	  an	  entire	  century	  of	  antagonism	  between	  the	  
Russian	  state	  and	  the	  West,	  concerned	  the	  superiority	  of	  Western	  democracy	  and	  
constitutional	  monarchy	  to	  Russian,	  Middle	  Eastern	  and	  East	  Asian	  autocracy	  and	  
totalitarianism.	  Since	  so	  many	  Russians	  shared	  this	  assumption,	  and	  since	  Ivan	  IV	  
was	  a	  cruel	  ruler	  by	  any	  standard,	  Western	  and	  Russian	  reviewers	  did	  not	  
significantly	  differ	  in	  their	  judgment	  of	  the	  character,	  except	  in	  one	  significant	  
detail:	  some	  Westerners	  linked	  Ivan’s	  tyrannical	  proclivities	  with	  an	  ethnic	  
stereotype	  of	  sinister	  Easternness.	  One	  London	  reviewer	  wrote,	  	  
	   [T]he	  ruthless	  Emperor	  is	  represented	  as	  the	  Oriental	  that	  he	  was.	  He	  appears	  before	  us	  old	  
	   and	  awkward	  and	  suspicious.	  His	  thick	  parted	  beard,	  his	  hooked	  nose,	  his	  Mongolian	  lips	  are	  
	   a	  sure	  index	  of	  his	  character.	  There	  is	  a	  studied	  clumsiness	  in	  his	  movements	  which	  you	  are	  
	   sure	  belonged	  to	  the	  man	  himself.	  When	  he	  drinks	  you	  can	  hear	  his	  teeth	  rattle	  on	  the	  
	   winecup…His	  first	  entrance	  upon	  the	  stage—it	  is	  in	  the	  second	  act—is	  a	  very	  miracle	  of	  
	   pompous	  tranquility.	  You	  are	  prepared	  by	  the	  crowd	  for	  a	  terrible	  apparition,	  and	  Ivan	  
	   appears	  upon	  his	  white	  horse,	  Eastern	  and	  exotic,	  a	  monument	  of	  disquieting	  quietude.	  Thus	  
	   with	  shifting	  emotions	  his	  dignity	  remains	  immutable.	  When	  he	  finds	  a	  daughter	  he	  is	  still	  a	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78	  These	  repressions	  included	  a	  crackdown	  on	  education	  and	  a	  return	  to	  more	  heavy-­‐handed	  
censorship.	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   despot.	  He	  pardons	  the	  city,	  bidding	  cease	  the	  massacre,	  with	  the	  sudden	  graciousness	  of	  a	  
	   tyrant.	  79	  
	  
The	  specter	  of	  Easternness	  also	  affected	  Westerners’	  opinion	  of	  Chaliapin’s	  
Polovtsian	  Khan	  Konchak	  in	  Knyaz’	  Igor’	  (Prince	  Igor),	  whom	  one	  reviewer	  
described	  as	  a	  “wily	  Oriental”	  whose	  movements	  were	  “all	  Eastern	  litheness”	  and	  
whose	  speech	  “was	  all	  caressing	  and	  troubling	  inflections.”80	  If	  the	  East	  was	  
associated	  in	  their	  minds	  with	  despotism	  and	  cruelty,	  it	  was	  also	  associated	  with	  
decadence	  and	  seductive	  allure.81	   	  
	   Caught	  between	  East	  and	  West,	  Russians	  themselves	  could	  not	  agree	  on	  their	  
self-­‐image,	  as	  the	  long-­‐running	  intellectual	  battle	  between	  the	  Westernizers	  and	  the	  
Slavophiles	  attests.	  However,	  the	  denizens	  of	  Western	  Europe	  and	  America,	  many	  of	  
whom	  had	  had	  little	  prior	  exposure	  to	  Russian	  culture,	  were	  quick	  to	  read	  their	  own	  
biases	  into	  Chaliapin’s	  performances,	  even	  to	  the	  point	  of	  making	  racialized	  
assessments	  that	  may	  not	  have	  been	  shared	  by	  Russians	  themselves.	  Just	  as	  Petrov	  
owed	  his	  success	  partly	  to	  his	  audience’s	  desire	  to	  affirm	  their	  fantasy	  of	  a	  
benevolent	  autocracy,	  the	  secret	  of	  Chaliapin’s	  international	  success,	  beyond	  his	  
skill	  as	  a	  singer,	  lay	  in	  the	  eagerness	  of	  Western	  audiences	  to	  affirm	  their	  opposite	  
fantasy	  of	  Russian	  despotism.	  	  
	   Chaliapin’s	  stupendous	  success	  suggests	  that	  many	  people	  who	  did	  not	  favor	  
despotism	  in	  real	  life	  found	  it	  enthralling	  and	  glamorous	  onstage.	  Indeed,	  one	  of	  the	  
motivations	  for	  going	  to	  a	  theatrical	  spectacle	  is	  to	  be	  overwhelmed	  by	  the	  charisma	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79	  	  Written	  July	  25,	  1914,	  quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  192-­‐93.	  	  	  
	  
80	  Jacques	  Feschotte,	  quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  176.	  
	  
81	  For	  more	  on	  Orientalism	  in	  Russian	  opera,	  see	  Taruskin,	  “Entoiling	  the	  Falconet,”	  in	  Defining	  Russia	  
Musically:	  historical	  and	  hermeneutical	  essays	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1997).	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of	  an	  actor	  playing	  larger-­‐than-­‐life	  characters;	  in	  this	  sense,	  the	  power	  of	  a	  star	  is	  
despotic.	  As	  mentioned	  above,	  Chaliapin	  had	  a	  particular	  talent	  for	  “subjugating”	  his	  
audiences,	  for	  representing	  powerful	  villains	  who	  could	  evoke	  fear	  and	  disapproval	  
but	  also	  an	  unmistakable	  fascination.	  To	  understand	  the	  attractive	  (as	  opposed	  to	  
the	  repulsive)	  nature	  of	  this	  power,	  we	  will	  now	  turn	  to	  another	  of	  Chaliapin’s	  
projects	  at	  the	  MPO,	  the	  portrayal	  of	  Holofernes	  in	  the	  1898	  revival	  of	  another	  
obscure	  midcentury	  opera,	  Serov’s	  Yudif’	  (Judith,	  1863).	  	  
	   Although	  Yudif’	  ostensibly	  revolves	  around	  the	  biblical	  heroine,	  some	  
commentators	  find	  her	  antagonist	  the	  more	  interesting	  character.	  	  “Her	  emotions	  
are	  as	  blatantly	  ‘civic’	  and	  impersonal	  as	  Susanin’s!”	  scoffs	  Taruskin,	  who	  sees	  the	  
role	  of	  Olofern	  (Holofernes)	  as	  seminal	  in	  redefining	  the	  Russian	  bass	  away	  from	  the	  
basso-­‐cantante	  style	  of	  Petrov	  and	  Ivan	  Susanin	  towards	  the	  dramatic	  bass	  and	  
baritone	  style	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible	  and	  Boris.82	  Instead	  of	  positioning	  Yudif’	  
chronologically	  by	  date	  of	  premiere	  in	  my	  chapter	  (that	  is,	  just	  after	  Rusalka),	  I	  have	  
chosen	  to	  discuss	  it	  here	  because	  Chaliapin	  appears	  to	  have	  made	  a	  bigger	  
impression	  in	  the	  1898	  revival	  than	  the	  inexperienced	  Mikhail	  Sariotti	  made	  in	  
1863,	  and	  because	  the	  revival	  (in	  company	  with	  Chaliapin’s	  other	  memorable	  
despots)	  provocatively	  coincides	  with	  the	  period	  of	  ferment	  in	  the	  years	  before	  the	  
1905	  Revolution,	  which	  may	  have	  influenced	  and	  been	  influenced	  by	  star	  opera	  
singers’	  charismatic	  portrayals	  of	  authority	  figures	  and	  rebels.	  	  
	   The	  biblical	  story	  of	  Judith	  exemplifies	  one	  of	  the	  masterplots	  of	  world	  
literature:	  the	  defeat	  of	  an	  unjust	  authority	  by	  an	  unlikely	  hero(ine).	  In	  order	  for	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82	  Taruskin,	  “	  ‘This	  Way	  to	  the	  Future’:	  The	  Case	  of	  Serov’s	  Judith”	  in	  Opera	  and	  Drama	  in	  Russia	  as	  
Preached	  and	  Practiced	  in	  the	  1860s	  (Ann	  Arbor,	  MI:	  UMI	  Research	  Press,	  1981).	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myth	  to	  carry	  maximum	  potency	  in	  a	  theatrical	  setting—in	  order	  to	  give	  the	  
audience	  the	  most	  powerful	  possible	  feeling	  that	  Yudif’s	  act	  of	  murdering	  Olofern	  is	  
a	  sacred	  betrayal	  in	  the	  name	  of	  justice—the	  Assyrian	  satrap	  must	  be	  portrayed	  not	  
only	  as	  evil,	  but	  also	  as	  magnificent.	  A	  sacred	  betrayal	  makes	  little	  impression	  unless	  
the	  person	  being	  betrayed	  holds	  some	  mark	  of	  high	  value	  in	  the	  eyes	  of	  other	  
members	  of	  society;	  downfalls	  seem	  more	  compelling	  if	  they	  begin	  from	  a	  great	  
height.	  	  
	   Chaliapin	  made	  Olofern	  into	  precisely	  this	  sort	  of	  magnificent	  character	  who	  
both	  deserved	  to	  be	  sacrificed	  by	  virtue	  of	  his	  misdeeds	  and	  was	  worthy	  of	  being	  
sacrificed	  by	  virtue	  of	  his	  intrinsic	  grandeur.	  After	  opening	  night,	  Yuri	  Engel	  
reported,	  
	   What	  an	  original	  figure,	  risen	  straight	  from	  the	  walls	  of	  an	  Assyrian	  sarcophagus!	  How	  
	   characteristic	  his	  face!	  As	  well	  as	  the	  savage,	  unrestrainable	  majesty	  of	  the	  warrior,	  to	  whom	  
	   even	  Judith	  cannot	  refuse	  the	  name	  of	  hero,	  this	  face	  betrays	  glimpses	  of	  a	  sensitivity	  
	   peculiar	  to	  the	  degenerate	  Babylonian	  satrap.	  Were	  this	  sensitivity	  not	  an	  essential	  
	   ingredient	  of	  Serov’s	  Holofernes,	  Chaliapin’s	  voice	  might	  seem	  perhaps	  too	  soft,	  too	  noble	  for	  
	   the	  frenzied	  and	  wild	  ‘scourge	  of	  God’	  making	  his	  triumphant	  way	  through	  rivers	  of	  blood.	  
	   Even	  the	  difficult	  scene	  of	  Holofernes’	  drunkenness,	  his	  morbid	  wild	  delirium	  and	  final	  
	   paroxysm,	  which	  is	  something	  of	  a	  gamble	  on	  the	  operatic	  stage,	  took	  on	  in	  the	  artist’s	  
	   interpretation	  the	  look	  of	  real	  life	  with	  its	  natural	  mixture	  of	  attractive	  and	  repulsive	  
	   elements.83	  
	  
Chaliapin’s	  Holofernes	  was	  a	  savage,	  but	  a	  sensitive	  and	  majestic	  one	  rather	  than	  
simply	  a	  rabid	  animal	  that	  needed	  to	  be	  put	  down.	  He	  was	  someone	  whom	  Yudif’	  
might	  even	  have	  difficulty	  bringing	  herself	  to	  kill.	  At	  first	  glance,	  one	  might	  suppose	  
that	  such	  a	  portrayal	  required	  simply	  psychological	  realism:	  an	  ability	  to	  depict	  
complex,	  opposing	  mental	  states	  and	  a	  refusal	  to	  make	  an	  absolute	  decision	  as	  to	  
whether	  the	  character	  one	  is	  playing	  is	  good	  or	  evil.	  Indeed,	  as	  we	  have	  seen,	  bass	  
roles	  from	  the	  mid-­‐	  to	  late	  nineteenth	  century	  generally	  trended	  in	  this	  direction,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83	  Yuri	  Engel,	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  150.	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particularly	  due	  to	  the	  efforts	  of	  Petrov	  and	  his	  successor,	  Fyodor	  Stravinsky	  (father	  
of	  Igor).	  However,	  realism	  falls	  short	  when	  one	  must	  depict	  a	  larger-­‐than-­‐life	  
character	  from	  a	  past	  of	  which	  so	  little	  is	  known.	  In	  order	  to	  capture	  Olofern’s	  
archaic,	  mythic	  grandeur,	  Chaliapin	  and	  his	  collaborators	  turned	  to	  an	  acting	  
technique	  that	  was	  opposed	  to	  that	  of	  realism:	  stylization.	  Under	  the	  influence	  of	  the	  
radical	  modernist	  director	  Meyerhold	  and	  the	  stylized	  art	  of	  the	  ancient	  Egyptians	  
and	  Assyrians,	  they	  fabricated	  distinctive	  gestures	  for	  the	  character,	  such	  as	  “the	  
broken	  line	  of	  arm	  with	  two	  angles;	  the	  bend	  at	  the	  elbow	  and	  at	  the	  wrist,”	  which	  
conveyed	  “great	  serenity,	  royal	  indolence”	  but	  also	  energy,	  power,	  and	  tension.84	  	  
	   Although	  such	  anti-­‐realism	  was	  counterintuitive,	  “The	  incident	  with	  Olofern	  
showed	  me	  that	  gestures	  and	  movements	  on	  stage,	  however	  archaic,	  artificial	  and	  
unusual	  they	  may	  be,	  will	  nevertheless	  seem	  true	  to	  life	  and	  natural	  if	  the	  artist	  feels	  
them	  deeply	  in	  his	  soul.”85	  Chaliapin	  may	  not	  have	  been	  altogether	  comfortable	  with	  
this	  style—he	  withdrew	  from	  the	  MPO	  production86—but	  the	  sustained	  effort	  he	  
put	  into	  creating	  the	  character	  paid	  off:	  when	  he	  reprised	  Olofern	  at	  the	  Mariinsky	  
in	  1908,	  the	  critic	  Timofeev	  gushed,	  	  
	   If	  you	  but	  once	  see…the	  implacably	  energetic	  expression	  of	  this	  face	  with	  the	  perpetually	  
	   restless	  wandering	  eyes	  of	  a	  bird	  of	  prey,	  this	  man	  whose	  impetuous	  movements	  are	  wholly	  
	   unpredictable,	  down	  to	  the	  murder	  of	  a	  faithful	  retainer	  for	  one	  word	  out	  of	  line,	  if	  you	  but	  
	   once	  see	  his	  lifelike	  image,	  as	  mighty	  as	  a	  natural	  element,	  you	  will	  never	  forget	  him.87	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84	  Chaliapin,	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  148.	  
	  
85	  Ibid.,	  154.	  
	  
86	  It	  is	  not	  known	  why	  he	  withdrew.	  Olga	  Haldey	  suggests	  that	  he	  may	  have	  been	  initially	  
uncomfortable	  with	  Meyerhold’s	  stylization,	  which	  seemed	  to	  run	  counter	  to	  the	  psychological	  
naturalism	  that	  Chaliapin	  preferred	  at	  that	  stage	  of	  his	  career.	  See	  Haldey,	  123-­‐24.	  
	  




	  	  Fig.	  7,	  Chaliapin	  as	  Olofern	  in	  Serov’s	  Yudif’	  at	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera,	  
1898.	  Reproduced	  in	  Chaliapin,	  Povesti	  o	  zhizni,	  112.	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   Thus	  far,	  I	  have	  discussed	  Chaliapin’s	  revivals	  of	  two	  roles	  that	  are	  all	  but	  
unknown	  to	  Western	  operagoers	  today.	  Now	  I	  shall	  turn	  to	  one	  that	  is	  more	  
familiar:	  Boris	  Godunov,	  the	  singer’s	  greatest	  legacy.	  Although	  the	  eponymous	  opera	  
is	  now	  one	  of	  the	  internationally	  best-­‐known	  works	  of	  the	  Russian	  canon,	  it	  did	  not	  
occupy	  that	  exalted	  status	  in	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century.	  Indeed,	  contemporary	  
critics	  found	  it	  dull,	  excessively	  long,	  and	  amateurishly	  composed.	  The	  survival	  of	  
the	  opera	  may	  be	  attributed	  primarily	  to	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  revision,	  which	  
rendered	  the	  music	  more	  mainstream,	  and	  Chaliapin’s	  revelatory	  portrayal	  of	  the	  
title	  character.	  Boris	  did	  more	  than	  survive;	  despite	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  had	  little	  
stylistically	  or	  dramaturgically	  in	  common	  with	  any	  of	  the	  popular	  Russian	  operas	  of	  
the	  nineteenth	  century,	  it	  became,	  against	  all	  odds,	  emblematic	  of	  Russianness	  in	  a	  
way	  that	  no	  opera	  since	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  had	  been.	  Chaliapin	  himself	  was	  a	  primary	  
originator	  of	  the	  notion	  of	  Musorgsky’s	  essential	  Russianness:	  
	   I	  felt	  that	  here	  was	  something	  extraordinarily	  close	  to	  me,	  a	  kindred	  feeling.	  Musorgsky	  
	   intoxicated	  my	  senses	  with	  a	  strong	  potion	  of	  fragrant	  homegrown	  herbs.	  I	  felt	  that	  this	  was	  
	   truly	  Russian.	  This	  was	  something	  I	  understood.88	   	  
	  
	   Today,	  one	  might	  well	  dispute	  the	  assessment	  of	  Boris	  as	  a	  typically	  Russian	  
work,	  but	  the	  title	  character	  is	  undoubtedly	  a	  typical	  Russian	  monarch.	  Like	  Ivan	  
and	  Olofern,	  Boris	  Godunov	  is	  an	  unscrupulous	  absolutist	  ruler.	  However,	  he	  
demonstrates	  more	  of	  a	  conscience	  than	  either	  of	  them,	  and	  his	  misdeeds	  occur	  in	  
the	  opera’s	  backstory	  rather	  than	  during	  the	  opera	  itself.	  He	  is	  already	  in	  the	  throes	  
of	  remorse	  at	  his	  first	  entrance.	  Thus,	  he	  is	  arguably	  more	  sympathetic	  than	  the	  
other	  two	  men.	  The	  even	  more	  powerful	  impression	  this	  opera	  made	  on	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88	  Chaliapin,	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  65-­‐66.	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century	  audiences	  was	  likely	  due	  not	  just	  to	  Chaliapin’s	  performance,	  but	  also	  to	  the	  
greater	  resonance	  of	  this	  opera	  with	  the	  contemporary	  political	  climate.	  Boris’	  
personality	  and	  reign	  provide	  a	  more	  accurate	  point	  of	  comparison	  with	  Nicholas	  II	  
and	  the	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  tsarist	  regime	  than	  those	  of	  Ivan:	  while	  Ivan	  was	  a	  
flamboyantly	  rapacious	  and	  promiscuous	  person	  who	  bore	  responsibility	  for	  mass	  
murders,	  the	  death	  of	  one	  of	  his	  own	  sons,	  and	  the	  introduction	  of	  the	  most	  dreaded	  
organization	  in	  the	  history	  of	  tsarist	  Russia,	  the	  oprichnina,89	  Boris	  (Ivan’s	  de	  facto	  
successor)	  was	  more	  circumspect	  and	  guarded,	  not	  particularly	  repressive	  by	  the	  
standards	  of	  Russian	  autocrats,	  and,	  as	  portrayed	  in	  the	  opera,	  a	  devoted	  father.	  	   	  
	   Like	  Boris,	  the	  reigning	  tsar	  at	  the	  time	  of	  revised	  opera’s	  premiere	  in	  1898,	  
Nicholas	  II	  (r.	  1894-­‐1917),	  was	  by	  all	  accounts	  mild-­‐mannered	  and	  committed	  to	  his	  
family,	  and,	  until	  the	  Bloody	  Sunday	  massacre	  in	  connection	  with	  the	  1905	  
Revolution,	  not	  associated	  with	  violent	  repression.90	  Indeed,	  the	  Romanovs	  had	  for	  
the	  most	  part	  given	  up	  the	  outrageous	  antics	  associated	  with	  unchecked	  absolutist	  
rulers,	  and	  from	  the	  late	  eighteenth	  century	  onward	  preserved	  at	  least	  the	  
appearance	  of	  sobriety	  and	  concern	  for	  the	  well-­‐being	  of	  their	  citizens.	  Chaliapin’s	  
portrayals	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible	  and	  Olofern	  may	  have	  stoked	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  audiences’	  
resentment	  of	  the	  autocracy,	  but	  Boris	  provided	  a	  truer	  avatar	  of	  the	  Romanovs’	  
modern	  governing	  style:	  withdrawn,	  ambivalent,	  disinclined	  to	  dramatic	  gestures.	  
	   The	  historical	  Boris’	  reign	  remains	  cloaked	  in	  mystery.	  His	  responsibility	  for	  
the	  murder	  of	  the	  Tsarevich	  Dmitri	  (son	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible)—the	  crime	  that	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89	  Secret	  police.	  The	  word	  for	  the	  members	  of	  the	  organization,	  oprichniki,	  literally	  means	  “those	  who	  
are	  set	  apart.”	  
	  
90	  See	  Robert	  K.	  Massie’s	  biography,	  Nicholas	  and	  Alexandra	  (New	  York:	  Ballantine,	  2000).	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provides	  the	  backstory	  for	  the	  plot	  of	  Boris—has	  still	  not	  been	  established.	  Yet	  
despite	  the	  paucity	  of	  factual	  detail	  about	  his	  life,	  scholars	  painted	  him	  in	  a	  
sufficiently	  unflattering	  light	  to	  inspire	  Chaliapin	  to	  turn	  him	  into	  another	  of	  his	  
trademark	  attractive-­‐yet-­‐repulsive	  protagonists.	  The	  historian	  Kliuchevsky,	  with	  
whom	  the	  singer	  consulted	  extensively	  while	  preparing	  the	  part,	  wrote	  that	  	  
	   Boris	  was	  one	  of	  those	  ill-­‐starred	  people	  who	  attract	  and	  repel	  at	  the	  same	  time—attract	  on	  
	   account	  of	  evident	  qualities	  of	  mind	  and	  of	  talent	  but	  repel	  owing	  to	  invisible	  flaws	  of	  heart	  
	   and	  of	  conscience.	  He	  could	  provoke	  surprise	  and	  gratitude	  but	  not	  inspire	  trust	  in	  anyone:	  
	   he	  was	  always	  suspected	  of	  duplicity	  and	  perfidy	  and	  thought	  capable	  of	  anything.91	  
	  
Chaliapin	  explains	  how	  he	  combined	  the	  various	  existing	  portraits	  of	  Boris	  into	  his	  
own	  complex	  interpretation:	  
	   Pushkin	  makes	  him	  guilty;	  Musorgsky	  follows	  Pushkin	  and	  gives	  Boris	  a	  conscience	  in	  
	   which	  his	  wicked	  soul	  rages	  like	  a	  caged	  wild	  beast.	  I	  of	  course	  can	  learn	  far	  more	  from	  
	   Pushkin’s	  work	  and	  Musorgsky’s	  conception	  of	  the	  character	  of	  Boris	  if	  I	  know	  that	  this	  is	  
	   not	  an	  incontrovertible	  fact	  but	  a	  subjective	  interpretation	  of	  history.	  I	  am	  faithful,	  I	  cannot	  
	   be	  other	  than	  faithful,	  to	  Pushkin’s	  intentions	  and	  to	  Musorgsky’s—I	  play	  a	  wicked	  Tsar	  
	   Boris;	  but	  my	  knowledge	  nevertheless	  enables	  me	  to	  put	  some	  nuances	  in	  my	  acting	  which	  
	   would	  not	  otherwise	  be	  there.	  I	  cannot	  say	  this	  with	  absolute	  certainty,	  but	  it	  is	  likely	  that	  
	   my	  knowledge	  helps	  me	  make	  Boris	  more	  tragic-­‐sympathetic.92	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91	  Kliuchevsky,	  quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  247.	  
	  




	  Fig.	  8,	  Chaliapin	  as	  Boris,	  1915.	  Reproduced	  in	  Victor	  Borovsky,	  Chaliapin:	  A	  	  
Critical	  Biography	  (New	  York:	  Knopf,	  1988),	  327.	  
	  
	   Chaliapin’s	  recordings	  of	  excerpts	  from	  Boris	  provide	  us	  a	  modicum	  of	  insight	  
into	  the	  tragedy	  and	  pathos	  that	  he	  and	  his	  listeners	  found	  in	  the	  character.	  These	  
qualities	  can	  be	  found	  largely	  in	  timbre	  and	  timing.	  The	  timbral	  nuances	  of	  his	  
performance	  are	  perhaps	  beyond	  analysis;	  it	  is	  doubtful	  whether	  conventional	  tools	  
of	  timbral	  analysis	  such	  as	  spectographs	  would	  reveal	  anything	  about	  why	  the	  
shading	  of	  a	  particular	  word	  elicits	  such	  an	  emotional	  response.	  Nevertheless,	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because	  emotions	  are	  experienced	  in	  the	  body	  as	  physiological	  reactions,	  and	  
because	  we	  empathize	  with	  another	  person’s	  physically	  manifested	  emotions	  
through	  the	  experience	  of	  sympathetic	  physiological	  responses	  in	  our	  own	  bodies,	  it	  
is	  possible	  to	  guess	  at	  the	  sonic	  mechanisms	  through	  which	  Chaliapin	  moved	  his	  
listeners	  by	  approaching	  these	  recordings	  through	  the	  technique	  of	  embodied	  
listening.	  That	  is,	  we	  can	  inhabit	  a	  song	  by	  singing	  and	  breathing	  along	  with	  the	  
singer,	  imitating	  his	  timbre	  and	  inflections.	  Since	  the	  voice	  not	  merely	  a	  musical	  
instrument	  but	  also	  the	  vehicle	  of	  sonic	  emotional	  expression	  in	  everyday	  life,	  it	  is	  
the	  musical	  instrument	  which	  audiences	  most	  associate	  with	  emotional	  expression	  
and	  which	  is	  therefore	  most	  amenable	  to	  this	  kind	  of	  analysis.	  Although	  I	  am	  a	  
classically	  trained	  singer,	  I	  cannot,	  of	  course,	  achieve	  an	  exact	  imitation	  of	  
Chaliapin’s	  singing;	  however,	  my	  goal	  is	  not	  so	  much	  to	  establish	  what	  he	  was	  doing	  
in	  terms	  of	  vocal	  technique	  as	  to	  provide	  a	  plausible	  suggestion	  of	  how	  a	  listener	  
might	  have	  related	  to	  his	  performance	  physically	  (and	  thus	  emotionally).93	  
	   I	  have	  chosen	  to	  analyze	  the	  scene	  of	  Boris’	  farewell	  to	  his	  son	  Fyodor	  and	  his	  
death	  because	  that	  is	  the	  moment	  of	  most	  concentrated	  pathos.	  In	  Rimsky’s	  1908	  
revision	  of	  Boris	  (which	  Chaliapin	  premiered	  and	  made	  famous)	  this	  scene	  carries	  
an	  even	  greater	  weight	  because	  it	  is	  placed	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  opera,	  unlike	  in	  
Musorgsky’s	  1872	  version,	  which	  ends	  with	  the	  lament	  of	  the	  Holy	  Fool	  in	  the	  
Kromy	  forest.	  Several	  moments	  in	  his	  live	  recording	  at	  Covent	  Garden	  (July	  4,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93	  For	  an	  example	  of	  the	  embodied-­‐listening	  approach,	  see	  Elisabeth	  Le	  Guin,	  Boccherini’s	  Body:	  An	  
Essay	  in	  Carnal	  Musicology	  	  (Berkeley:	  University	  of	  California	  Press,	  2006),	  in	  which	  the	  author	  uses	  
her	  own	  training	  as	  a	  cellist	  to	  interpret	  Boccherini’s	  music	  for	  strings.	  I	  am	  also	  grateful	  to	  Kate	  
Heidemann	  for	  sharing	  her	  work	  on	  this	  technique	  of	  embodied	  listening	  from	  a	  draft	  of	  her	  
dissertation,	  Hearing	  Women’s	  Voices	  in	  Popular	  Song:	  Analyzing	  Sound	  and	  Identity	  in	  Country	  and	  
Soul.	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1928—see	  Track	  1	  on	  the	  accompanying	  CD)	  stand	  out	  as	  moments	  of	  special	  vocal	  
acting	  that	  could	  well	  have	  acted	  on	  listeners’	  conscious	  or	  subliminal	  perceptions.94	  	  
In	  particular,	  Chaliapin	  emphasizes	  Boris’	  concern	  for	  his	  children	  by	  changing	  his	  
vocal	  production	  at	  key	  moments	  when	  referring	  to	  them.	  For	  example,	  at	  3:22	  
(Meno	  mosso),	  as	  Boris	  is	  instructing	  Fyodor	  to	  protect	  his	  sister	  Kseniya	  when	  he	  
(Boris)	  is	  dead,	  he	  shifts	  from	  his	  usual	  sonorous	  bass	  to	  a	  pianissimo,	  almost	  
unsupported	  sound	  which,	  when	  I	  imitate	  it,	  appears	  to	  be	  projected	  forward	  and	  
upward	  into	  the	  sinuses	  rather	  than	  down	  into	  the	  chest.	  	  
	  
	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  9,	  from	  Boris’	  death	  scene	  
This	  results	  in	  an	  extraordinarily	  light,	  sweet,	  but	  weak	  sound—the	  sound	  of	  a	  bass	  
imitating	  a	  young	  light	  soprano	  (which	  is,	  indeed,	  Kseniya’s	  voice-­‐type).	  Thus,	  for	  
just	  a	  few	  moments	  (3:23-­‐4:00),	  the	  singer	  creates	  a	  vocal	  portrait	  of	  the	  vulnerable	  
Tsarevna,	  who	  sings	  only	  briefly	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  Act	  II	  and	  in	  most	  stagings	  is	  not	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
94	  Chaliapin,	  Feodor	  Chaliapin	  Sings	  Russian	  Music,	  vol.	  1	  (Wadhurst,	  England:	  Pearl,	  1991).	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present	  in	  this	  scene.	  He	  gives	  the	  impression	  of	  truly	  inhabiting	  the	  mind	  of	  a	  father	  
who	  is	  thinking	  about	  his	  child.	  In	  this	  long,	  vocally	  exhausting	  death	  scene,	  such	  
attention	  to	  minute	  details	  of	  intonation	  was	  quite	  unusual	  at	  the	  time.95	  	  
	   Another	  striking	  inflection	  occurs	  at	  5:43,	  when	  Boris	  has	  stopped	  talking	  to	  




	   	   	   	  	  	  Fig.	  10,	  from	  Boris’	  death	  scene	  
In	  the	  phrase	  “Пролей Ты благодатный светъ на чадъ моихъ невинныхъ”	  (“Shine	  
Your	  blessed	  light	  upon	  my	  innocent	  offspring”),	  he	  descends	  from	  “чадъ”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95	  Compare,	  for	  instance,	  Chaliapin’s	  performance	  to	  the	  1910	  performance	  of	  his	  rival,	  Lev	  
Sibiriakov,	  in	  the	  King’s	  aria	  “Господь,	  если	  грешен	  я”	  from	  Chaikovsky’s	  Iolanta,	  preserved	  on	  The	  
Record	  of	  Singing	  1899-­‐1952	  (Hayes,	  Middlesex:	  EMI	  Classics,	  2009).	  Sibiriakov	  produces	  a	  
magnificent,	  powerful	  sound	  (which	  many	  considered	  vocally	  superior	  to	  Chaliapin’s)	  that	  remains	  
the	  same	  throughout	  the	  aria.	  There	  is	  no	  attempt	  to	  shade	  the	  voice	  in	  order	  to	  convey	  different	  
emotional	  nuances.	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(“offspring”)	  on	  Bb	  to	  “моихъ”	  (“my”)	  on	  Gb	  via	  a	  sob.	  This	  carefully	  chosen	  special	  
effect	  works	  not	  only	  on	  the	  level	  of	  drama,	  but	  also	  on	  the	  level	  of	  musical	  
convention,	  since	  the	  sob	  doubles	  as	  a	  portamento	  between	  those	  two	  pitches	  and	  
foreshadows	  the	  milder	  portamento	  at	  “невинныхъ”	  (“innocent”)	  on	  the	  repetition	  
of	  the	  Bb-­‐Gb	  figure	  one	  measure	  later.	  These	  two	  examples	  indicate	  that	  Chaliapin	  
was	  particularly	  concerned	  with	  showing	  Boris	  as	  a	  loving	  father,	  not	  simply	  as	  a	  
corrupt	  ruler.	  	  
	   One	  more	  inflection	  seems	  especially	  relevant	  to	  Chaliapin’s	  stated	  goal	  of	  
creating	  a	  “tragic-­‐sympathetic”	  Boris	  because	  it	  emphasizes	  the	  tsar’s	  remorse.	  At	  
6:48,	  when	  Boris	  is	  begging	  God	  to	  keep	  his	  son	  from	  harm,	  evil,	  and	  temptation,	  
Chaliapin	  draws	  out	  the	  third	  syllable	  of	  the	  word	  “искушенiи”	  (“temptation”)	  for	  a	  
full	  9	  seconds,	  even	  though	  as	  written	  the	  syllable	  occupies	  only	  an	  eighth	  note	  with	  
no	  fermata.	  	  
	  
	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  11,	  from	  Boris’	  death	  scene	  
He	  further	  emphasizes	  it	  by	  singing	  it	  pianissimo	  (unlike	  the	  previous	  syllables),	  
with	  a	  light	  timbre.	  As	  in	  the	  passage	  referring	  to	  Kseniya,	  his	  voice	  in	  this	  moment	  
sounds	  markedly	  more	  vulnerable.	  The	  emphasis	  on	  the	  word	  “temptation”	  is	  
apposite	  insofar	  as	  Boris’	  tragic	  flaw	  lay	  precisely	  in	  his	  inability	  to	  resist	  the	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temptation	  of	  murdering	  his	  way	  to	  the	  throne.	  Simply	  by	  altering	  his	  timbre	  and	  
volume	  and	  drawing	  out	  this	  word,	  the	  singer	  communicates	  Boris’	  consciousness	  of	  
his	  own	  guilt.	  Taken	  together,	  these	  three	  examples—from	  many	  years	  later,	  to	  be	  
sure—hint	  at	  why	  audiences	  found	  themselves	  weeping	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  opera:	  
after	  opening	  night	  at	  the	  MPO,	  	  
	   Many	  were	  in	  tears	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  performance,	  so	  true	  and	  sincere	  was	  Chaliapin’s	  
	   portrayal	  of	  the	  mental	  tortures	  racking	  Boris	  and	  leading	  to	  his	  death.	  In	  the	  earlier	  roles	  of	  
	   Susanin,	  Mephistopheles,	  Salieri	  and	  others,	  we	  saw	  a	  different	  person	  each	  time,	  but	  we	  
	   never	  noticed	  Chaliapin:	  he	  reveals	  himself	  only	  in	  one	  thing:	  the	  unusual	  sympathy	  he	  
	   shows	  for	  the	  character	  he	  is	  playing—one	  might	  call	  it	  love.”96	  
	  
	   The	  creation	  of	  a	  wicked	  yet	  sympathetic	  character	  requires	  the	  actor	  to	  feel	  	  
	  
a	  certain	  empathy	  with	  the	  character.	  Chaliapin’s	  voluble	  outpourings	  indicate	  that	  	  
	  
he	  did:	  “I	  listened	  [to	  Kliuchevsky]	  and	  felt	  sincere	  pity	  for	  this	  Tsar,	  who	  possessed	  	  
	  
great	  strength	  of	  will	  and	  mind,	  wished	  to	  do	  good	  for	  Russia,	  yet	  created	  	  
	  
serfdom…”97	  An	  actor’s	  ability	  to	  connect	  with	  the	  character	  he	  is	  playing	  is	  also	  the	  	  
	  
key	  to	  connecting	  with	  the	  audience	  and	  arousing	  a	  similar	  empathy	  in	  them.	  	  
	  
	   The	  fact	  that	  Chaliapin’s	  Boris	  elicited	  such	  an	  emotional	  reaction	  from	  the	  
audience	  and	  the	  fact	  that	  Boris	  so	  quickly	  went	  from	  obscure	  oddity	  to	  mainstay	  of	  
the	  Russian	  repertoire	  together	  invite	  speculation	  about	  prevailing	  attitudes	  toward	  
rulers	  and	  father	  figures.	  Although	  the	  Romanov	  dynasty	  had	  been	  revealed	  as	  
bankrupt	  by	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century,	  Chaliapin’s	  and	  his	  audiences’	  affinity	  for	  Boris	  
suggests	  a	  desire	  to	  vicariously	  experience	  the	  demise	  of	  the	  dynasty	  through	  its	  
ritual	  presentation	  on	  the	  stage.	  Less	  explicable,	  perhaps,	  are	  the	  tears	  that	  
audiences	  shed	  on	  behalf	  of	  Boris	  himself.	  Their	  strange	  empathy	  with	  the	  criminal	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96	  Review	  in	  the	  Moskovski	  listok,	  1898,	  quoted	  from	  Borovsky:	  248.	  
	  
97	  Quoted	  from	  Borovsky,	  247.	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autocrat	  suggests	  a	  less	  readily	  acknowledged	  attitude:	  an	  imaginary	  identification	  
with	  the	  father	  figure,	  even	  if	  he	  is	  oppressive.	  How	  else	  can	  one	  account	  for	  
Russians’	  perennial	  fascination	  with	  powerful	  bass	  father	  figures	  in	  opera,	  or	  their	  
reluctant	  tolerance	  of	  dictatorial	  leaders	  throughout	  the	  history	  of	  the	  nation,	  
including	  the	  Soviet	  Union	  and	  beyond?98	  	  
	  
Conclusion	  
As	  we	  have	  seen,	  the	  bass	  father-­‐protagonist	  in	  Russian	  opera	  evolved	  from	  hero	  to	  
almost-­‐villain	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  through	  the	  agency	  of	  
performers	  such	  as	  Petrov	  and	  in	  response	  to	  the	  public’s	  increasing	  disillusionment	  
with	  the	  monarchy.	  As	  middle-­‐	  and	  upper-­‐class	  young	  men	  and	  women	  gained	  more	  
education	  and	  legal	  rights	  and	  participated	  in	  the	  new	  public	  sphere	  that	  was	  
opened	  up	  by	  urban	  professionalization,	  the	  disproportionate	  concentration	  of	  
power	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  older	  aristocratic	  men	  rankled	  more	  and	  more.	  In	  real	  life,	  
many	  people	  expressed	  their	  frustration	  by	  pushing	  for	  legal	  and	  social	  change;	  on	  
the	  operatic	  stage,	  composers	  took	  advantage	  of	  laxer	  censorship	  and	  increasingly	  
represented	  rulers	  as	  deeply	  flawed	  rather	  than	  benevolent	  or	  distant	  and	  awe-­‐
inspiring.	  By	  the	  early	  twentieth	  century,	  they	  could	  be	  downright	  ridiculous:	  
Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Kashchei	  bessmertny	  (Kashchei	  the	  Immortal,	  1902)	  depicts	  a	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98	  A	  psychoanalytic	  reading	  of	  Russian	  opera	  might	  shed	  some	  light	  on	  this	  phenomenon.	  According	  
to	  Freudian	  thought,	  a	  child’s	  earliest	  form	  of	  emotional	  attachment	  to	  his	  parents	  (“primary	  
identification”)	  is	  characterized	  by	  an	  inability	  to	  distinguish	  between	  himself	  and	  them.	  He	  
experiences	  his	  parents	  as	  part	  of	  himself;	  having	  no	  developed	  self	  of	  his	  own,	  he	  is	  unable	  to	  
critique	  them.	  In	  a	  country	  where	  the	  populace	  was	  persistently	  infantilized	  by	  autocrats	  who	  
portrayed	  themselves	  as	  benevolent	  fathers,	  it	  is	  possible	  that	  audiences	  maintained	  a	  residual	  
emotional	  attachment	  to	  their	  rulers.	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cartoonish	  sorcerer-­‐king99	  who	  is	  capable	  only	  of	  impotently	  menacing	  young	  
women	  and	  is	  eventually	  deposed	  by	  the	  soprano	  heroine;	  the	  same	  composer’s	  
comedic	  Zolotoi	  petushok	  (The	  Golden	  Cockerel,	  1909)	  features	  a	  doddering	  old	  king	  
named	  Dodon	  (whose	  name	  evokes	  the	  dodo	  bird),	  who	  is	  duped	  by	  an	  astrologer	  
and	  a	  neighboring	  queen	  into	  giving	  up	  his	  kingdom	  and	  is	  then	  killed	  in	  a	  slapstick	  
fashion	  by	  the	  eponymous	  cockerel.	  	  
	   Yet	  one	  force	  militated	  against	  bass	  authority	  figures’	  seemingly	  inevitable	  
slide	  toward	  parody	  and	  farce:	  the	  charisma	  of	  star	  performers.	  Even	  as	  composers	  
were	  populating	  their	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  fairy	  tale	  operas	  with	  clueless	  or	  at	  least	  helpless	  
rulers,100	  Chaliapin	  burst	  onto	  the	  scene,	  reanimating	  obscure	  older	  roles—
especially	  Boris	  Godunov—with	  new,	  unprecedented	  acting	  techniques.	  This	  
powerful,	  psychologically	  complex,	  antiheroic	  ruler	  presented	  singers	  and	  
audiences	  with	  a	  more	  interesting	  challenge	  than	  either	  Glinka’s	  heroes	  or	  Rimsky’s	  
buffoons.	  He	  was	  also	  perhaps	  a	  truer	  representative	  of	  the	  reality	  of	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  
tsarist	  leadership.	  It	  is	  no	  accident	  that	  Boris	  has	  become,	  for	  both	  Russian	  and	  non-­‐
Russian	  audiences,	  the	  emblematic	  Russian	  bass	  role.	  Hating	  despots	  in	  real	  life,	  
audiences	  loved	  them	  on	  the	  stage.
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99	  Kashchei	  is	  written	  for	  a	  tenor	  rather	  than	  a	  bass.	  By	  writing	  the	  role	  for	  a	  voice-­‐type	  that	  was	  
historically	  associated	  with	  relatively	  powerless	  characters,	  Rimsky	  signals	  to	  the	  audience	  that	  they	  
need	  not	  take	  this	  king	  seriously.	  	  
100	  See	  also	  Chaikovsky’s	  Iolanta	  (1892),	  Rimsky’s	  Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane	  (The	  Tale	  of	  Tsar	  Saltan,	  
1900),	  and	  Rimsky’s	  Skazaniye	  o	  nevidimom	  grade	  Kitezhe	  i	  deve	  Fevronii	  (Legend	  of	  the	  Invisible	  City	  
of	  Kitezh	  and	  the	  Maiden	  Fevroniya,	  1907).	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His	  voice	  was	  an	  acquired	  taste.	  	  




Russian	  tenors	  have	  not	  made	  the	  same	  inroads	  in	  the	  West	  as	  their	  colleagues	  of	  
other	  voice-­‐types.	  The	  one	  who	  has	  garnered	  the	  most	  international	  acclaim	  in	  the	  
recent	  past,	  Vladimir	  Galouzine,	  conspicuously	  lacks	  the	  string	  of	  recital	  disks	  that	  
are	  the	  mark	  of	  a	  true	  opera	  star.	  He	  and	  other	  Russian	  tenors	  remain	  something	  of	  
an	  unknown	  quantity	  outside	  their	  native	  country,	  liable	  to	  be	  exoticized:	  
Like	  [Puccini’s]	  Calàf,	  Galouzine	  remains,	  from	  an	  American	  perspective,	  rather	  a	  dark	  horse.	  His	  
name	  has	  been	  on	  Gergiev’s	  lips	  ever	  since	  the	  Mariinsky’s	  great	  expansion	  westward	  from	  St.	  
Petersburg…yet	  in	  some	  ways,	  he	  remains	  a	  stranger.	  What	  explains	  this	  curious	  state	  of	  affairs?	  The	  
Russian	  roles	  in	  which	  he	  has	  made	  his	  mark	  in	  this	  country…may	  demand	  star	  wattage,	  but	  they	  do	  
not,	  in	  a	  sense,	  reward	  it.	  The	  dense	  dramatic	  tapestries	  allow	  little	  room	  for	  self-­‐display.2	  
	  
This	  exoticism	  differs	  from	  that	  of	  Russian	  soprano,	  mezzo,	  and	  bass	  singers	  and	  
characters,	  whom	  reviewers	  all	  too	  often	  pigeonhole	  as	  quintessentially	  Russian	  
(where	  Russian	  is	  defined	  as	  deep-­‐voiced,	  solemn,	  and	  sorrowful).	  Russian	  tenors	  
are	  evidently	  more	  difficult	  for	  the	  opera	  press	  to	  pin	  down.	  They	  have	  no	  defining	  
features	  except,	  this	  article	  suggests,	  a	  tendency	  toward	  self-­‐effacement.	  They	  are	  
defined	  by	  what	  they	  don’t	  do.	  A	  Russian	  tenor	  is	  less	  likely	  to	  be	  a	  positive	  figure	  
and	  more	  likely	  to	  be	  a	  nebulous	  anti-­‐hero.	  He	  fails	  to	  live	  up	  to	  the	  Western	  
European	  lover-­‐hero	  model,	  and	  as	  a	  result	  has	  gained	  little	  traction	  on	  
international	  stages.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Quoted	  in	  N.N.	  Figner:	  Vospominaniya,	  Pis’ma,	  Materialy,	  ed.	  L.	  M.	  Kutateladze	  (Leningrad:	  Muzyka,	  
1968),	  13.	  	  
	  
2	  Matthew	  Gurewitsch,	  “A	  New	  Lion	  Roars,”	  Opera	  News	  vol.	  67,	  issue	  9	  (March,	  2003),	  28.	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   The	  enigma	  of	  Russian	  tenor	  roles	  is	  compounded	  by	  their	  seeming	  scarcity	  
up	  till	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle.	  While	  the	  other	  major	  national	  schools	  are	  dominated	  by	  
tenor	  leading	  men,	  Russian	  operas	  often	  give	  first	  honors	  to	  baritones	  and	  basses.	  
This	  state	  of	  affairs	  might	  lead	  one	  to	  expect	  an	  inversion	  of	  the	  Western	  European	  
tenor-­‐hero/baritone-­‐villain	  paradigm	  such	  that	  the	  lower-­‐voiced	  man	  becomes	  the	  
hero	  and	  the	  tenor	  becomes	  the	  villain,	  but	  that	  is	  not	  generally	  the	  case.	  Rather,	  
heroes	  and	  villains	  both	  tend	  throughout	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  to	  be	  portrayed	  by	  
lower-­‐voiced	  men.	  Tenors	  instead	  get	  pushed	  to	  the	  margins	  to	  play	  
unconventional,	  ineffectual	  or	  otherwise	  problematic	  secondary	  characters	  and	  
antiheroes:	  bards,	  sorcerers,	  fools,	  wayward	  sons,	  best	  friends,	  dubiously	  motivated	  
rebels,	  and	  victims.	  	  
	   Yet	  tenor	  characters	  gradually	  rose	  in	  stature	  throughout	  the	  later	  
nineteenth	  century.	  By	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century,	  the	  tenor	  voice	  could	  be	  deployed	  to	  
represent	  heroes	  and,	  in	  at	  least	  one	  case,	  a	  villainous	  authority	  figure.	  It	  is	  my	  goal	  
to	  explain	  why	  this	  development	  occurred.	  Although	  one	  can	  point	  to	  individual	  
composers’	  preferences	  and	  institutional	  norms	  that	  governed	  composition	  and	  
performance,	  broader	  social	  factors	  also	  come	  into	  play.	  For	  instance,	  because	  tenor	  
leads	  are	  usually	  young	  men,	  they	  reflect	  general	  attitudes	  toward	  that	  
demographic.	  The	  fact	  that	  so	  many	  tenors	  are	  “problem”	  characters	  hints	  at	  
widespread	  misgivings	  about	  young	  men’s	  role	  in	  society.	  	  Like	  the	  literature	  of	  the	  
period	  (most	  notably	  the	  novels	  which	  feature	  so-­‐called	  “superfluous	  men”),	  
Russian	  opera	  presents	  a	  cornucopia	  of	  idle	  or	  headstrong	  young	  men,	  from	  callow	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aristocratic	  dreamers	  to	  rapacious	  social	  climbers	  to	  outright	  rebels.	  Each	  one	  is	  
shown	  as	  a	  threat	  to	  the	  social	  order,	  or	  a	  victim	  of	  it,	  or	  both.	  	  
My	  claims	  about	  tenor	  characters	  will	  necessarily	  be	  more	  scattershot	  than	  
those	  concerning	  basses	  and	  sopranos,	  because	  the	  tenor	  is	  one	  of	  the	  more	  
marginalized	  and	  chameleon	  voice-­‐types	  in	  Russian	  opera.	  While	  soprano	  
protagonists	  are	  kind-­‐hearted	  young	  women	  and	  bass	  protagonists	  authoritative	  
father	  figures,	  tenors	  are	  more	  like	  mezzos—catch-­‐alls	  for	  the	  qualities	  that	  the	  
dominant	  voice-­‐type	  of	  their	  gender	  isn’t	  supposed	  to	  embody.	  Indeed,	  they	  are	  
even	  less	  well-­‐defined	  than	  mezzos,	  who	  play	  a	  variety	  of	  stock	  characters	  such	  as	  
the	  mother,	  the	  romantic	  rival,	  and	  the	  androgynous	  young	  man.	  This	  chapter	  will	  
identify	  and	  discuss	  some	  stock	  characters	  that	  are	  relevant	  to	  tenor	  vocality	  (if	  only	  
as	  points	  of	  departure),	  but	  I	  would	  suggest	  that	  Russian	  tenors	  are	  shapeshifters.	  	  
If	  the	  evolution	  of	  soprano	  and	  mezzo	  characters	  reflects	  the	  emergence	  of	  
new	  feminine	  ideals	  in	  response	  to	  the	  “woman	  question”	  and	  the	  feminist	  
movement	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  it	  is	  more	  difficult	  to	  claim	  that	  tenors	  evolved	  
according	  to	  changing	  masculine	  ideals,	  because	  there	  was	  no	  urgent	  social	  
movement	  that	  sought	  to	  address	  the	  concerns	  of	  young	  men	  as	  such	  or	  promulgate	  
a	  particular	  model	  of	  behavior	  for	  them.	  (There	  is	  no	  ideal	  tenor	  character	  
analogous	  to	  Tatyana,	  “the	  ideal	  Russian	  woman.”3)	  Nevertheless,	  young	  men	  as	  a	  
group,	  and	  their	  tenor	  avatars,	  became	  significantly	  more	  assertive	  in	  the	  pursuit	  of	  
political	  change	  and	  professional	  careers	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Belinsky,	  quoted	  in	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  Russian	  Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  Glinka	  to	  Stalin	  
(New	  Haven	  and	  London:	  Yale	  University	  Press,	  2007),	  116.	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The	  roots	  of	  this	  broad	  shift	  in	  behavior	  can	  be	  traced	  to	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  urban	  
intelligentsia	  in	  the	  late	  eighteenth	  and	  early	  nineteenth	  centuries,	  which	  gradually	  
assimilated	  Enlightenment	  values	  such	  as	  the	  right	  to	  personal	  autonomy	  and	  
government	  by	  social	  contract.	  This	  stratum	  of	  educated,	  reform-­‐minded	  people	  was	  
ideally	  situated	  to	  resist	  tradition,	  whether	  in	  the	  realm	  of	  politics	  or	  of	  economics.	  
They	  would,	  in	  fact,	  prove	  to	  be	  the	  only	  social	  class	  capable	  of	  mounting	  a	  sustained	  
challenge	  to	  the	  autocracy.	  	  
	   In	  an	  autocratic	  society	  with	  almost	  no	  democratic	  representation,	  one	  outlet	  
for	  young	  men	  possessed	  by	  the	  desire	  to	  shape	  the	  political	  future	  of	  the	  country	  
lay	  in	  the	  fashionable	  or	  underground	  radical	  circles	  that	  took	  up	  a	  variety	  of	  causes	  
ranging	  from	  the	  emancipation	  of	  the	  serfs	  to	  socialism	  to	  anarchism.	  Although	  their	  
numbers	  were	  small	  and	  their	  efforts	  mostly	  unsuccessful,	  their	  conspiratorial	  and	  
increasingly	  violent	  tactics	  would	  set	  the	  stage	  for	  the	  Revolution.	  In	  keeping	  with	  
my	  focus	  on	  the	  agency	  of	  singers	  in	  the	  creation	  of	  operatic	  convention,	  I	  will	  show	  
that	  the	  two	  most	  significant	  tenors	  of	  the	  mid	  to	  late	  nineteenth	  century	  had	  
personal	  or	  family	  connections	  to	  radical	  politics,	  and	  that	  their	  real-­‐life	  experiences	  
left	  an	  indelible	  mark	  on	  the	  roles	  they	  created.	  Heavily	  influenced	  by	  Italian	  vocal	  
style	  and	  (in	  one	  case)	  Risorgimento	  liberationist	  fervor,	  they	  would	  bring	  the	  
Italianate	  dramatic	  tenor	  sounds	  of	  Verdi	  and	  Puccini	  to	  Russia,	  where	  they	  would	  
become	  associated	  with	  rebels	  and	  dangerous	  lovers	  such	  as	  the	  Pretender	  in	  Boris	  
Godunov	  and	  Gherman	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama.	  	  	  
	   A	  larger	  number	  of	  opportunities	  for	  ambitious,	  educated	  young	  men	  were	  
proffered	  by	  the	  growing	  private	  sector.	  Medicine,	  law,	  higher	  education,	  and	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business	  provided	  more	  independent	  and	  often	  more	  profitable	  employment	  than	  
the	  army	  or	  the	  ossified	  state	  bureaucracy,	  which	  had	  long	  been	  the	  main	  employers	  
of	  those	  who	  wished	  to	  make	  a	  career.	  By	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century,	  this	  new	  “yuppie”	  
class	  had	  become	  a	  significant	  enough	  portion	  of	  the	  operagoing	  audience	  that	  new	  
companies	  were	  founded	  by	  and	  for	  its	  members.	  The	  rise	  of	  this	  short-­‐lived	  
bourgeoisie	  is	  connected	  to	  a	  small	  number	  of	  can-­‐do,	  upwardly	  mobile	  tenor	  
protagonists—especially	  Sadko	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  opera	  of	  the	  same	  name,	  who	  
gets	  the	  kind	  of	  happy	  ending	  that	  wouldn’t	  be	  out	  of	  place	  in	  a	  Horatio	  Alger	  story.	  
In	  yet	  another	  instance	  of	  art	  imitating	  life,	  the	  singer	  most	  associated	  with	  these	  
roles	  was	  himself	  a	  man	  of	  humble	  birth	  who	  rose	  to	  fame	  against	  long	  odds.	  	  
The	  trajectory	  of	  tenor	  characters	  and	  singers	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  later	  
nineteenth	  century	  corresponds	  to	  that	  of	  the	  rising	  intelligentsia,	  who	  were	  eager	  
to	  take	  a	  more	  active	  role	  in	  the	  public	  life	  of	  the	  Russian	  Empire.	  In	  the	  face	  of	  
widespread	  derogatory	  stereotypes	  about	  tenors	  (cemented	  in	  the	  bandied-­‐about	  
phrase	  “bête	  comme	  un	  ténor”),4	  a	  minority	  of	  ambitious	  and	  innovative	  tenors	  made	  
a	  conscious	  effort	  to	  court	  the	  professional	  intelligentsia	  and	  assimilate	  their	  
knowledge,	  values,	  and	  manners.	  In	  later	  life,	  many	  of	  these	  tenors	  became	  teachers	  
and	  directors	  whose	  influence	  spread	  beyond	  opera	  to	  spoken	  drama.	  Their	  
activities	  on	  and	  off	  the	  stage	  raised	  the	  social	  status	  of	  opera	  performers	  and	  
kindled	  fandoms	  within	  the	  very	  communities	  that	  would	  support	  political	  reform,	  
entrepreneurial	  undertakings,	  and	  rebellion	  in	  late	  nineteenth-­‐	  and	  early	  twentieth-­‐
century	  Russia.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  “As	  stupid	  as	  a	  tenor.”	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  15.	  Figner	  himself	  alludes	  to	  this	  stereotype	  and	  his	  efforts	  to	  
combat	  it.	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Glinka:	  Sons,	  Bards,	  and	  Sorcerers	  
Tenors	  in	  the	  earliest	  Russian	  operas	  were	  not	  the	  rebels	  and	  other	  “problem”	  
characters	  they	  would	  later	  become:	  Alexei	  Verstovsky’s	  popular	  magic	  opera	  
Askol’dova	  mogila	  (Askold’s	  Grave,	  1835)	  echoes	  Der	  Freischütz	  in	  its	  conflict	  
between	  an	  amiable	  tenor	  lover	  and	  a	  nefarious	  baritone	  who	  unsuccessfully	  tempts	  
him	  to	  a	  misdeed.	  Glinka’s	  more	  influential	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  (A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar,	  
1836)	  and	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  (1840)	  featured	  equally	  amiable	  tenor	  characters,	  but	  
they	  were	  paired	  with	  heroic	  bass	  characters	  who	  garnered	  much	  more	  acclaim.	  As	  
a	  result	  of	  the	  ecstatic	  critical	  reception	  of	  the	  bass	  who	  created	  these	  characters,	  
Osip	  Petrov,	  and	  the	  perceived	  weaknesses	  of	  the	  two	  tenors	  involved	  in	  the	  
creation	  and	  first	  performances	  of	  the	  lead	  tenor	  roles,	  these	  two	  operas	  became	  the	  
models	  for	  a	  tradition	  of	  tenor	  characters	  who	  play	  second	  fiddle	  to	  bass	  
protagonists.	  
	   Nationalist	  agendas	  also	  factored	  into	  the	  reception	  of	  these	  tenor	  characters,	  
causing	  their	  importance	  to	  be	  downplayed.	  One	  reason	  why	  the	  tenor	  lead	  Bogdan	  
Sobinin	  in	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  was	  so	  little	  discussed	  in	  reviews	  is	  probably	  that	  his	  
music	  did	  not	  support	  critics’	  claims	  that	  the	  opera	  was	  authentically	  Russian.	  
Vocally,	  he	  is	  a	  typical	  Franco-­‐Italian	  heroic	  tenor	  of	  the	  early	  1830s,	  the	  decade	  
when	  the	  agile,	  lyrical	  bel	  canto	  tenor	  evolved	  toward	  the	  more	  forceful	  sound	  
associated	  with	  Donizetti,	  Meyerbeer,	  and	  later	  Verdi.5	  His	  Act	  IV	  aria	  evokes	  the	  
rousing	  battle	  aria	  of	  Arnold	  in	  Rossini’s	  Guillaume	  Tell	  (1829):	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  For	  more	  detailed	  studies	  of	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya’s	  relationship	  with	  the	  Franco-­‐Italian	  tradition	  and	  
especially	  the	  Code	  Rossini,	  see	  Daniil	  Zavlunov,	  “M.	  I.	  Glinka’s	  ‘A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar’	  (1836):	  An	  
Historical	  and	  Analytic-­‐Theoretical	  Study,”	  Ph.D.	  diss	  (Princeton,	  2010),	  and	  Rutger	  Helmers,	  “It	  just	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  Fig.	  1,	  excerpt	  from	  Arnold’s	  Act	  IV	  aria	  “Amis,	  amis”	  from	  Guillaume	  Tell	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




Fig.	  2,	  excerpt	  from	  Sobinin’s	  Act	  IV	  aria	  “Брацы	  в	  метель” (“Into	  the	  Blizzard,	  
Lads”)	  
	  
The	  dramatic	  situations	  are	  identical	  as	  well:	  Arnold	  and	  Sobinin	  are	  both	  exhorting	  
armed	  partisans	  to	  help	  rescue	  their	  captured	  leaders,	  the	  lower-­‐voiced	  
protagonists	  Guillaume	  Tell	  and	  Ivan	  Susanin.	  Sobinin’s	  aria	  was	  a	  late	  addition	  to	  
the	  score	  designed	  to	  show	  off	  the	  voice	  of	  Lev	  Leonov	  (né	  Léon	  Charpentier),	  a	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French	  import	  who	  joined	  the	  troupe	  in	  18366	  and	  had	  likely	  mastered	  Gilbert-­‐Louis	  
Duprez’s	  innovation	  of	  the	  forceful	  high	  C	  using	  the	  chest	  voice	  rather	  than	  falsetto,	  
first	  unveiled	  at	  an	  1831	  Italian	  performance	  of	  Guillaume	  Tell	  and	  quickly	  imitated	  
by	  other	  tenors.7	  Leonov’s	  reviewers	  do	  not	  specifically	  comment	  on	  this	  (though	  
they	  tellingly	  describe	  his	  voice	  as	  “powerful”	  and	  “not	  without	  fire”),8	  but	  since	  
Russian	  opera	  began	  only	  after	  the	  advent	  of	  the	  technique,	  it’s	  likely	  that	  they	  took	  
it	  for	  granted	  as	  part	  of	  the	  standard	  tenor	  sound.	  	  
	   However,	  although	  Leonov/Sobinin	  probably	  sounded	  like	  a	  mid-­‐1830s	  
Franco-­‐Italian	  tenor	  hero,	  some	  reviewers	  were	  eager	  to	  extricate	  the	  character	  
from	  that	  tradition.	  They	  had	  little	  choice	  but	  to	  turn	  their	  attention	  from	  his	  
obviously	  foreign	  musical	  style	  to	  his	  acting.	  The	  voluble	  nationalist	  critic	  Prince	  
Vladimir	  Odoyevsky	  writes	  that	  
Some	  listeners,	  used	  to	  the	  layout	  [склад]	  of	  ordinary	  operas,	  inevitably	  wanted	  to	  see	  Sobinin	  as	  
some	  kind	  of	  hero,	  rather	  like	  Tancredi	  [from	  Rossini’s	  opera	  of	  the	  same	  name]	  or	  Orbazzano	  [also	  
from	  Tancredi],	  and	  were	  annoyed	  that	  Leonov	  didn’t	  resort	  to	  the	  frightful	  gesticulations	  by	  which	  
operatic	  lovers	  distinguish	  themselves.	  This	  bridegroom	  was	  like	  all	  the	  bridegrooms	  in	  our	  villages,	  
that	  is,	  bold	  in	  a	  fight	  but	  artless,	  bashful,	  and	  to	  some	  extent	  a	  carefree	  youth.9	  
	  
Other	  critics,	  less	  intent	  on	  romanticizing	  the	  opera	  as	  a	  distillation	  of	  Russian	  
peasant	  life,	  attributed	  Leonov’s	  understated	  performance	  not	  to	  any	  profound	  
understanding	  of	  the	  folk	  but	  simply	  to	  wooden	  acting.	  The	  cosmopolitan	  composer	  
Yuri	  Arnol’d	  writes	  that	  “as	  an	  actor	  he	  was	  only	  bearable,	  [perhaps]	  decent,	  and	  at	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Zavlunov,	  70-­‐71.	  	  
	  
7	  Gregory	  W.	  Bloch,	  “The	  Pathological	  Voice	  of	  Gilbert-­‐Louis	  Duprez”	  in	  The	  Cambridge	  Opera	  Journal,	  
vol.	  19,	  issue	  1	  (March,	  2007),	  11-­‐31.	  
	  
8	  See	  “Leonov,	  Lev	  Ivanovich”	  in	  A.	  M.	  Pruzhansky,	  Otechestvennye	  pevtsy	  1750-­‐1917:	  Slovar’	  (Moskva:	  
Sovetskii	  kompozitor,	  1991),	  278.	  
	  
9	  Vladimir	  Odoyevsky,	  “Pis’ma	  k	  lyubitelyu	  muzyki	  ob	  opere	  g.	  Glinki	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya’	  ”	  in	  Glinka	  v	  
vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955),	  330.	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first	  even	  ‘schwach’.”10	  Odoyevsky’s	  musings	  must	  be	  taken	  with	  a	  grain	  of	  salt,	  not	  
only	  because	  of	  his	  nationalist	  bias	  but	  also	  because	  of	  his	  lack	  of	  professional	  
musical	  expertise.11	   	  
The	  question	  of	  what	  defines	  a	  tenor	  hero,	  and	  what	  defines	  a	  proper	  Russian	  
tenor	  hero	  as	  opposed	  to	  an	  exaggeratedly	  demonstrative	  Franco-­‐Italian	  one,	  would	  
gain	  urgency	  later	  in	  the	  century	  as	  upwardly	  mobile	  young	  men	  and	  tenor	  
characters	  all	  over	  Europe	  redefined	  midcentury	  conceptions	  of	  youthful	  
masculinity.	  In	  1836,	  it	  was	  evidently	  not	  necessary	  for	  a	  tenor	  to	  be	  a	  hero	  at	  all;	  
indeed,	  for	  Odoyevsky,	  a	  realistically	  depicted	  young	  bridegroom	  in	  a	  Russian	  
village	  could	  not	  be	  heroic	  in	  the	  confident	  and	  bombastic	  mold	  of	  an	  Italian	  tenor.	  
The	  mantle	  of	  the	  hero	  went	  to	  the	  bass	  Ivan	  Susanin,	  and	  tenors	  would	  not	  lay	  
claim	  to	  it	  until	  much	  later	  in	  the	  century.	  
	  	   Odoyevsky’s	  dismissive	  opinion	  of	  Italianate	  heroes	  stems	  in	  part	  from	  the	  
“frightful	  gesticulations”	  that	  presumably	  mark	  their	  emotional	  volatility—their	  
tendency	  to	  let	  love	  get	  in	  the	  way	  of	  duty	  and	  the	  grander	  historical	  forces	  at	  work	  
in	  the	  plot.	  The	  military	  and	  political	  machinations	  in	  Western	  European	  opera	  often	  
merely	  provide	  a	  convenient	  backdrop	  for	  a	  love	  story.	  This	  is	  less	  often	  the	  case	  in	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  “Weak.”	  Quoted	  in	  Zavlunov,	  71.	  
	  
11	  The	  contrast	  he	  draws	  between	  Sobinin	  and	  the	  much	  earlier	  trouser	  role	  Tancredi	  and	  bass	  
Orbazzano	  is	  puzzling:	  if	  he	  wanted	  to	  highlight	  the	  differences	  between	  character	  types	  and	  
performance	  styles	  in	  Italian	  and	  Russian	  opera,	  why	  not	  choose	  a	  contemporary	  Italian	  opera	  with	  a	  
tenor	  lead	  instead	  of	  a	  two-­‐decade-­‐old	  one	  starring	  a	  contralto	  en	  travesti?	  The	  answer,	  of	  course,	  is	  
that	  Franco-­‐Italian	  opera	  had	  evolved	  past	  his	  rigid	  conception	  of	  it.	  Bringing	  up	  the	  tenor	  heroes	  of	  
the	  late	  1820s	  and	  ‘30s	  would	  have	  pulled	  the	  rug	  out	  from	  under	  his	  argument.	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Russian	  opera,	  where	  it	  is	  the	  love	  story	  that	  tends	  to	  take	  the	  back	  seat12:	  the	  
romance	  between	  Sobinin	  and	  his	  fiancée	  is	  a	  mere	  subplot,	  and	  he	  abandons	  her	  
for	  most	  of	  the	  opera	  to	  fight	  for	  the	  Romanovs	  on	  the	  orders	  of	  his	  prospective	  
father-­‐in-­‐law.	  
	   Although	  Odoyevsky	  expresses	  some	  distaste	  for	  emotionally	  demonstrative	  
foreign	  heroes,	  operatic	  convention	  was	  too	  invested	  in	  lovesick	  young	  people	  to	  do	  
away	  with	  them,	  and	  later	  Russian	  tenor	  protagonists	  would	  continue	  to	  be	  
influenced	  by	  foreign	  models	  in	  this	  and	  other	  respects.	  Nevertheless,	  later	  Russian	  
operas	  would	  treat	  tenor	  lovers	  with	  great	  ambivalence,	  often	  depicting	  them	  as	  
predatory	  seducers	  (e.g.	  the	  Prince	  in	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  Rusalka	  and	  Don	  Juan	  in	  the	  
same	  composer’s	  The	  Stone	  Guest),	  the	  prey	  of	  seductive	  women	  who	  have	  their	  
own	  political	  agendas	  (the	  Pretender	  in	  Boris	  Godunov	  and	  Vladimir	  in	  Prince	  Igor),	  
and	  nice	  but	  ineffectual	  fiancés	  who	  fail	  to	  save	  the	  soprano	  from	  the	  evil	  baritone	  
(Prince	  Sinodal	  in	  The	  Demon	  and	  Lykov	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  The	  Tsar’s	  Bride).	  
This	  large	  subset	  of	  ineffectual	  tenors	  is	  a	  striking	  departure	  from	  Western	  
European	  opera,	  where	  tenors	  are	  almost	  always	  assertive,	  and	  it	  brings	  us	  to	  the	  
second	  part	  of	  Odoyevsky’s	  assessment—that	  Sobinin	  is	  “artless,	  bashful,	  and	  to	  
some	  extent	  a	  carefree	  youth”	  like	  “all	  the	  bridegrooms	  in	  our	  villages.”	  This	  
pronouncement	  too	  must	  be	  viewed	  with	  caution,	  since	  it	  merely	  describes	  an	  urban	  
aristocrat’s	  hazy	  notions	  of	  peasant	  life.	  Nevertheless,	  the	  infantilizing	  contrast	  he	  
draws	  between	  Italian	  “heroes”	  and	  bashful	  Russian	  peasants	  tells	  us	  something	  
about	  the	  link	  between	  tenor	  ineffectuality	  and	  the	  relative	  powerlessness	  of	  young	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  See	  the	  discussion	  of	  emotional	  asceticism	  in	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  “The	  Beginning	  and	  the	  End	  of	  the	  
‘Russian	  Style’”	  in	  Russian	  Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  Glinka	  to	  Stalin.	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men—peasants	  especially	  but	  also	  young	  men	  in	  general—in	  Russia.	  Sobinin	  meekly	  
obeys	  Susanin’s	  orders	  and	  thus	  functions	  as	  a	  mere	  appendage	  to	  the	  father	  figure,	  
a	  submissive	  and	  poorly	  fleshed	  out	  secondary	  character	  in	  contrast	  to	  Arnold,	  who	  
at	  least	  has	  the	  temerity	  to	  fall	  in	  love	  with	  a	  woman	  on	  the	  “wrong”	  side	  and	  only	  
joins	  up	  with	  the	  charismatic	  baritone	  commander	  Guillaume	  Tell	  after	  learning	  that	  
her	  countrymen	  have	  killed	  his	  father.13	  	  In	  other	  words,	  Arnold	  is	  a	  free	  agent,	  
whereas	  Sobinin	  is	  under	  his	  father-­‐in-­‐law’s	  thumb.	  Over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  century,	  
Russian	  tenor	  characters	  and	  singers	  would	  increasingly	  contest	  the	  dominance	  of	  
bass	  father	  figures	  and	  institutional	  authorities.	  Sometimes	  they	  would	  achieve	  a	  
tenuous	  success,	  like	  the	  Pretender’s	  victory	  over	  Boris	  Godunov,	  but	  more	  often	  
they	  would	  fail.	  Even	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  capitalist	  heroes	  and	  the	  remarkable	  
singer	  who	  created	  them	  fell	  into	  oblivion.	  	  
Yet	  if	  tenors’	  credibility	  as	  heroes	  was	  always	  questionable,	  that	  did	  not	  
prevent	  them	  from	  embodying	  alternative	  masculine	  archetypes.	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  
engages	  with	  two	  that	  we	  will	  encounter	  again	  as	  we	  approach	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle:	  the	  
minstrel	  and	  the	  sorcerer.	  The	  bard	  Bayan,	  a	  character	  marginalized	  both	  in	  terms	  
of	  social	  class	  and	  importance	  to	  the	  plot,	  appears	  at	  the	  beginning	  to	  inform	  the	  
main	  characters	  and	  the	  audience	  in	  a	  meta-­‐operatic	  moment	  that	  Ruslan	  and	  
Lyudmila	  will	  undergo	  great	  trials	  and	  come	  out	  victorious.	  He	  also	  slyly	  alludes	  to	  
Pushkin	  and	  perhaps	  to	  Glinka,	  saying	  that	  in	  the	  distant	  future	  a	  great	  singer	  would	  
“save	  Lyudmila	  and	  her	  knight	  from	  oblivion.”	  Though	  he	  never	  reappears,	  he	  is	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  Sobinin	  is	  such	  an	  unmemorable	  character	  that	  the	  critic	  and	  polemicist	  Vladimir	  Stasov	  declared	  
in	  1859	  that	  “There	  are	  properly	  only	  two	  characters:	  Susanin	  and	  the	  Polish	  troop	  division.”	  Quoted	  
in	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  “Glinka’s	  Ambiguous	  Legacy	  and	  the	  Birth	  Pangs	  of	  Russian	  Opera”	  in	  19th-­‐
Century	  Music,	  vol.	  1,	  no.	  2	  (Nov.,	  1997),	  142-­‐62.	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clearly	  meant	  to	  be	  the	  composer’s	  mouthpiece—the	  person	  who	  frames	  the	  tale	  
but	  otherwise	  effaces	  himself.	  	  
This	  nexus	  of	  social	  marginalization,	  self-­‐effacement,	  and	  narrative	  authority	  
hints	  at	  the	  deeper	  function	  that	  some	  tenors	  fulfill	  beneath	  their	  apparent	  lack	  of	  
heroism.	  The	  hero	  is	  too	  busy	  doing	  heroic	  things	  to	  tell	  a	  story,	  but	  a	  non-­‐hero	  has	  
the	  leisure	  to	  engage	  in	  passive,	  lyrical	  reflection	  on	  the	  events	  of	  the	  opera.	  
Minstrels	  are	  an	  obvious	  example	  of	  this,	  but	  we	  will	  also	  discern	  the	  tendency	  in	  
the	  ineffectual	  tenor	  lovers	  of	  later	  operas	  who	  dwell	  endlessly	  on	  their	  feelings	  and	  
prove	  unable	  (whether	  through	  their	  own	  failings	  or	  violence	  by	  others)	  to	  
accomplish	  their	  goals,	  such	  as	  the	  poet	  Lensky.	  The	  suspicion	  lurks	  that	  some	  
composers’	  sympathies	  may	  lie	  with	  these	  sensitive,	  self-­‐aware,	  artistic	  characters	  
rather	  than	  the	  more	  conventionally	  heroic	  baritones	  and	  basses.14	  	  
Bayan’s	  lyrical	  passivity	  called	  for	  a	  different	  vocal	  style	  from	  the	  bel	  canto	  
pyrotechnics	  of	  Sobinin,	  who,	  though	  under	  the	  thumb	  of	  his	  father-­‐in-­‐law,	  qualifies	  
as	  a	  man	  of	  action.	  The	  style	  Glinka	  chose	  for	  the	  minstrel	  was	  that	  of	  the	  salon	  
romans,	  a	  Russian-­‐language	  sentimental	  hybrid	  of	  Western	  European	  art	  songs,	  
urban	  popular	  songs,	  and	  the	  upper	  classes’	  perception	  of	  melancholy	  peasant	  
songs.15	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  Glinka	  and	  Dargomyzhsky	  were	  both	  tenors	  themselves.	  
	  
15	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  127.	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Fig.	  3,	  excerpt	  from	  Bayan’s	  song	  “Дела	  давно	  минувших	  дней”	  (Deeds	  of	  
Days	  Long	  Past”)	  
 
The	  romans	  provided	  a	  homegrown,	  amateur-­‐friendly	  alternative	  to	  virtuosic	  
Franco-­‐Italian	  opera,	  and	  it	  would	  quickly	  be	  adopted	  by	  opera	  composers	  in	  any	  
situation	  that	  demanded	  the	  expression	  of	  heartfelt,	  lyrical	  emotion.	  There	  would	  be	  
many	  such	  situations	  for	  subsequent	  tenor	  minstrels	  and	  lovers.	  	  
The	  more	  noteworthy	  tenor	  character	  in	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  is	  the	  wizard	  Finn	  
(also	  created	  by	  Leonov),	  who	  unexpectedly	  shows	  up	  whenever	  Ruslan	  is	  in	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trouble,	  helps	  him	  rescue	  Lyudmila,	  and	  provides	  comic	  relief.	  The	  most	  surprising	  
thing	  about	  him,	  from	  a	  Western	  point	  of	  view,	  is	  his	  old	  age.	  The	  odd	  disposition	  of	  
parts	  can	  be	  explained	  by	  the	  need	  to	  showcase	  the	  star	  bass	  Petrov	  as	  the	  
protagonist,	  resulting	  in	  a	  novel	  scheme	  whereby	  the	  bass	  is	  the	  dashing	  young	  
romantic	  lead	  and	  the	  tenor	  the	  knowledgeable	  (if	  in	  this	  case	  eccentric)	  elder.	  This	  
arrangement	  didn’t	  prove	  especially	  appealing	  to	  later	  composers,	  but	  it	  did	  set	  a	  
precedent	  for	  writing	  tenor	  roles	  “around”	  those	  of	  bass	  protagonists,	  
institutionalizing	  their	  marginalization	  and	  consigning	  them	  to	  a	  variety	  of	  
character	  roles,	  including	  that	  of	  the	  comical	  old	  man.	  
The	  figure	  of	  the	  comical	  old	  man	  often	  overlaps	  with	  that	  of	  the	  sorcerer,	  
who	  would	  temporarily	  vanish	  from	  the	  scene	  after	  Ruslan	  as	  the	  demands	  of	  
realism	  took	  their	  toll	  on	  opera.	  	  We	  will	  encounter	  him	  again	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  
century	  with	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  revival	  of	  the	  genre.	  For	  now,	  I	  would	  merely	  like	  
to	  suggest	  that	  it	  makes	  intuitive	  sense	  to	  depict	  a	  fantastic,	  definitionally	  abnormal	  
person	  by	  means	  of	  a	  marginalized	  voice-­‐type.	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  
Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  Sexual	  and	  Political	  Rebels:	  the	  Prince,	  Don	  Juan,	  
and	  the	  Pretender	  
	  
Not	  only	  tenors	  but	  also	  composers	  were	  marginalized	  by	  the	  poor	  institutional	  
conditions	  of	  Russian	  opera	  in	  the	  twenty	  years	  following	  Ruslan.	  The	  one	  opera	  of	  
note	  that	  emerged	  in	  the	  1850s	  was	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  Rusalka,	  but	  it	  nearly	  
foundered	  due	  to	  a	  lackluster	  performance	  in	  the	  title	  role.	  Unable	  to	  compete	  with	  
the	  star	  power	  and	  financial	  resources	  of	  the	  state-­‐subsidized	  Italian	  opera	  troupes,	  
Rusalka	  might	  easily	  have	  disappeared	  from	  the	  repertoire.	  That	  it	  did	  not	  is	  due	  in	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part	  to	  the	  advocacy	  of	  singers	  who	  made	  their	  names	  in	  the	  Italian	  troupes	  and	  
then	  parlayed	  their	  influence	  to	  get	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  and	  other	  composers’	  works	  
produced—with	  them	  in	  the	  starring	  roles—on	  the	  Russian	  stage.	  	  
	   The	  Prince	  in	  Rusalka,	  a	  setting	  of	  Pushkin’s	  play	  of	  the	  same	  name,	  is	  our	  
first	  example	  of	  a	  tenor	  antihero:	  like	  Duke	  Albrecht	  in	  the	  ballet	  Giselle	  (1841),	  he	  
seduces	  a	  peasant	  girl	  and	  then	  abandons	  her	  to	  marry	  a	  noblewoman;	  this	  
precipitates	  her	  suicide	  and	  his	  remorse	  and	  punishment	  at	  the	  hands	  of	  a	  fantastic	  
female	  community.	  Though	  not	  a	  villain	  on	  the	  level	  of	  his	  closest	  operatic	  
precursor,	  the	  Duke	  in	  the	  recent	  Rigoletto	  (1851),	  he	  was	  seen	  as	  a	  problem	  
character	  whose	  remorse	  did	  not	  excuse	  his	  misdeed.16	  The	  composer	  and	  critic	  
Serov	  writes	  that	  “We	  heard	  how	  he	  tried	  to	  convince	  the	  poor	  miller’s	  daughter	  
that	  he	  was	  marrying	  ‘against	  his	  will’…and	  we	  feel	  indignant	  at	  him.”17	  The	  critic	  
Belinsky	  even	  called	  Pushkin’s	  character	  a	  “Russian	  Don	  Juan.”18	  
	   The	  masterplot	  of	  the	  nobleman	  behaving	  badly	  was	  common	  on	  the	  stages	  
of	  midcentury	  Europe,	  where	  in	  the	  wake	  of	  the	  French	  Revolution	  the	  rising	  
bourgeoisie	  was	  becoming	  ever	  more	  resentful	  of	  lingering	  autocratic	  regimes	  and	  
aristocratic	  high-­‐handedness.	  (They	  made	  their	  views	  known	  in	  the	  1848	  
Revolutions).	  Since	  aristocratic	  power	  in	  Europe	  was	  held	  by	  titled	  men	  who	  had	  to	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16	  Rigoletto	  may	  well	  have	  provided	  a	  model	  for	  Rusalka	  in	  the	  way	  it	  pits	  an	  aristocratic	  tenor	  
seducer	  against	  the	  soprano’s	  initially	  comical	  bass	  father,	  who	  takes	  on	  the	  mantle	  of	  a	  tragic	  hero.	  
Tellingly,	  Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky,	  the	  tenor	  who	  first	  portrayed	  the	  Duke	  at	  the	  Mariinsky,	  would	  
also	  premiere	  the	  role	  of	  the	  Prince.	  	  
	  
17	  Aleksandr	  Serov,	  “Rusalka.	  Opera	  A.	  C.	  Dargomyzhskogo”	  in	  Serov,	  Izbrannye	  stat’i	  t.	  1,	  ed.	  G.	  N.	  
Khubov	  (Moscow:	  Gos.	  Muzgiz,	  1950),	  309.	  
	  
18	  Quoted	  in	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  “The	  Stone	  Guest	  and	  Its	  Progeny,”	  in	  Opera	  and	  Drama	  in	  Russia	  as	  
Preached	  and	  Practiced	  in	  the	  1860s	  (Ann	  Arbor:	  UMI	  Press,	  1981),	  264.	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die	  in	  order	  for	  their	  title	  to	  pass	  to	  their	  heirs—resulting	  in	  a	  concentration	  of	  
power	  among	  older	  men—it	  tends	  to	  be	  embodied	  by	  mature	  characters	  in	  the	  
theater.	  However,	  some	  manipulative	  noblemen,	  including	  those	  of	  Dargomyzhsky,	  
are	  young.	  In	  keeping	  with	  the	  perceived	  moral	  authority	  of	  older	  men	  in	  Russia,	  
Russian	  midcentury	  narratives	  often	  take	  a	  particularly	  dim	  view	  of	  young	  men’s	  
indiscretions.	  A	  comparison	  of	  Albrecht	  and	  the	  Prince	  is	  useful:	  Albrecht	  genuinely	  
prefers	  Giselle	  to	  his	  aristocratic	  fiancée,	  and	  his	  willingness	  to	  assume	  a	  peasant	  
identity	  in	  order	  to	  court	  her	  demonstrates	  some	  desire,	  however	  superficial,	  to	  
transgress	  the	  social	  boundaries	  laid	  down	  by	  previous	  generations;	  the	  Prince,	  on	  
the	  other	  hand,	  exhibits	  no	  such	  interest	  in	  downward	  mobility,	  and	  the	  strength	  of	  
his	  feelings	  is	  not	  established	  until	  after	  his	  sweetheart’s	  death.	  The	  narrative	  of	  
Giselle	  ultimately	  exonerates	  Albrecht	  by	  having	  Giselle	  forgive	  him,	  while	  that	  of	  
Rusalka	  condemns	  the	  Prince	  by	  having	  the	  rusalkas	  and	  the	  title	  character’s	  
vengeful	  father	  drag	  him	  underwater	  either	  to	  his	  death	  or	  to	  magical	  captivity.	  	  
Thus	  the	  narrative	  of	  Rusalka	  is	  at	  pains	  to	  emphasize	  the	  young	  man’s	  lack	  
of	  moral	  backbone	  and	  his	  need	  to	  be	  reined	  in	  or	  chastised	  by	  a	  father	  figure	  (in	  
this	  case,	  the	  female	  victim’s	  father).	  Yet	  it	  also	  depicts	  a	  character	  with	  much	  more	  
agency	  than	  the	  analogous	  young	  man	  in	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,	  and	  at	  least	  considers	  the	  
possibility	  that	  young	  men	  can	  act	  in	  opposition	  to	  the	  wishes	  of	  the	  older	  
generation.	  This	  more	  antagonistic	  relationship	  between	  the	  young	  man	  and	  the	  old	  
one,	  the	  son	  and	  the	  father	  (-­‐in-­‐law)	  would	  become	  the	  norm	  for	  later	  operas.	  Most	  
of	  the	  time,	  as	  in	  Rusalka,	  the	  older	  man	  would	  win.	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Reception	  of	  the	  early	  performers	  of	  the	  role	  continues	  the	  tradition	  of	  giving	  
short	  shrift	  to	  tenors	  in	  comparison	  to	  other	  voice-­‐types,	  and	  perhaps	  even	  projects	  
the	  character’s	  weakness	  onto	  the	  singers	  themselves	  (or	  vice	  versa).	  Pavel	  
Bulakhov,	  the	  first	  Prince,	  was	  praised	  for	  his	  lyricism	  but	  criticized	  for	  his	  lack	  of	  
acting	  ability.19	  The	  next	  noteworthy	  performer,	  Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky,	  had	  the	  
reverse	  problem:	  remarkable	  dramatic	  force	  and	  a	  mediocre	  instrument.	  
Dargomyzhsky	  described	  his	  voice	  as	  “weak.”	  One	  reviewer	  tactfully	  wrote	  that	  	  
Komissarzhevsky	  was	  as	  good	  as	  his	  vocal	  resources	  permitted,	  and	  in	  some	  places,	  for	  example	  in	  
the	  Act	  III	  romans…he	  was	  very	  effective.	  He	  sang	  splendidly	  everywhere,	  and	  that	  artistry	  of	  
performance	  made	  one	  forget	  the	  poverty	  of	  his	  raw	  material.20	  	  	  	  	  
	  
This	  would	  become	  the	  perennial	  choice	  faced	  by	  tenors,	  or	  rather	  the	  perennial	  
terms	  of	  their	  reception:	  they	  could	  either	  sound	  beautiful	  or	  sing	  and	  act	  in	  a	  
compelling	  manner,	  but	  rarely	  both.	  As	  we	  will	  see,	  sopranos	  would	  face	  the	  same	  
choice.	  The	  expectation	  that	  they	  embody	  vocal	  beauty	  above	  all	  ensured	  that	  the	  
more	  dramatic-­‐voiced	  singers	  and	  the	  extreme	  characters	  they	  created	  at	  
midcentury,	  such	  as	  Yudif’,	  did	  not	  set	  a	  precedent,	  and	  it	  was	  a	  factor	  in	  the	  fin-­‐de-­‐
siècle	  reemergence	  of	  the	  ethereal	  ingénue.	  Many	  tenors,	  less	  so	  constrained,	  would	  
strive	  for	  a	  harsher	  sound.	  Lacking	  natural	  instruments	  that	  were	  considered	  
beautiful	  by	  the	  standards	  of	  the	  time,	  they	  relied	  on	  savvy	  career	  moves	  and	  
personal	  forcefulness	  on	  and	  off	  the	  stage	  to	  bring	  their	  characters	  to	  life.	  
	   Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky	  [1832-­‐1905],	  father	  of	  the	  great	  Silver	  Age	  actress	  
Vera	  Komissarzhevskaya	  (who	  will	  be	  discussed	  in	  Chapter	  4),	  was	  one	  such	  singer	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  Serov,	  quoted	  in	  Aleksandr	  Pekelis,	  Aleksandr	  Sergeevich	  Dargomyzhsky	  i	  ego	  okruzhenie,	  t.	  2	  
(Moskva:	  Muzyka,	  1973),	  322-­‐23.	  
	  
20	  Quoted	  in	  Pekelis,	  352.	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whose	  voice	  left	  something	  to	  be	  desired	  but	  who	  managed	  his	  career	  so	  
intelligently	  that	  he	  attained	  a	  celebrity	  status	  not	  widely	  available	  to	  Russian	  
tenors	  of	  the	  time.	  In	  doing	  so,	  he	  won	  the	  right	  to	  demand	  productions	  of	  tenor-­‐
centric	  operas	  like	  Rusalka.	  This	  aristocrat’s	  early	  career	  path	  was	  one	  of	  rebellion	  
and	  defiance	  against	  the	  previous	  generation:	  after	  studying	  law	  at	  St.	  Petersburg	  
University	  and	  working	  for	  three	  years	  in	  the	  Internal	  Revenue	  Department,	  one	  of	  
the	  most	  stultifying	  branches	  of	  the	  government	  bureaucracy,	  he	  moved	  to	  Italy	  to	  
study	  singing	  against	  the	  wishes	  of	  his	  father,	  embarked	  upon	  a	  career	  there,	  and	  
fought	  in	  the	  Garibaldi	  uprisings.	  Soon	  after	  his	  return	  to	  Russia	  in	  1863,	  he	  married	  
one	  of	  his	  students	  despite	  her	  father’s	  opposition.	  The	  ensuing	  string	  of	  affairs	  and	  
scandalous	  divorce	  paint	  the	  portrait	  of	  a	  libertine	  not	  unlike	  the	  two	  
Dargomyzhsky	  characters	  most	  associated	  with	  him—the	  Prince	  and	  especially	  Don	  
Juan.21	  And	  like	  them,	  he	  was	  hindered	  in	  reaching	  his	  goals	  by	  tradition	  and	  the	  
disapproval	  of	  his	  elders.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  Victor	  Borovsky,	  A	  Triptych	  from	  the	  Russian	  Theatre:	  An	  Artistic	  Biography	  of	  the	  Komissarzhevskys	  




Fig.	  4,	  Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky	  in	  the	  1860s.	  Reproduced	  in	  Victor	  Borovsky,	  
A	  Triptych	  from	  the	  Russian	  Theatre:	  An	  Artistic	  Biography	  of	  the	  
Komissarzhevskys	  (London:	  Hurst),	  10.	  
	  
	   Komissarzhevsky	  returned	  to	  his	  homeland	  at	  a	  time	  when	  the	  social	  and	  
financial	  position	  of	  Russian	  musicians	  at	  midcentury	  was	  quite	  poor	  compared	  to	  
that	  of	  their	  Italian	  contemporaries.	  The	  maximum	  salary	  of	  a	  performer	  or	  
composer	  employed	  by	  the	  Imperial	  theaters	  between	  1843	  and	  1863	  was	  1,142	  
rubles	  per	  year,	  compared	  to	  the	  80,000	  rubles	  that	  touring	  Italian	  celebrities	  like	  
Rubini	  and	  Tamburini	  could	  command	  for	  a	  six-­‐month	  season.22	  Russian	  singers	  
also	  had	  to	  endure	  a	  number	  of	  onerous	  contractual	  restrictions:	  they	  were	  not	  
allowed	  to	  perform	  in	  public	  without	  the	  management’s	  permission;	  they	  had	  to	  
perform	  the	  roles	  chosen	  for	  them	  even	  if	  they	  were	  unsuitable	  for	  their	  voices;	  they	  
had	  little	  to	  no	  input	  in	  choosing	  their	  costumes;	  they	  had	  to	  perform	  as	  often	  or	  as	  
rarely	  as	  the	  management	  saw	  fit;	  finally,	  they	  were	  not	  allowed	  to	  leave	  town	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  Ibid.,	  4.	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without	  written	  permission—a	  policy	  enforced	  by	  the	  collection	  of	  their	  passports.	  
Far	  from	  pampered	  celebrities,	  Russian	  opera	  singers	  were	  little	  better	  than	  chattels	  
of	  the	  theater	  management.	  Their	  position	  in	  high	  society	  was	  equally	  suspect,	  as	  
the	  story	  of	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  marriage	  reveals.	  An	  extremely	  successful	  tenor	  
with	  an	  aristocratic	  birth	  and	  fine	  education,	  he	  was	  still	  considered	  such	  a	  poor	  
match	  by	  his	  fiancée’s	  father	  that	  the	  young	  lovers	  had	  to	  elope	  and	  suffered	  years	  of	  
no	  contact	  with	  her	  family.	  	  
	   Coming	  from	  Italy,	  Komissarzhevsky	  had	  greater	  professional	  expectations	  
and	  more	  prestige	  than	  his	  Russian	  colleagues.	  He	  negotiated	  a	  starting	  salary	  of	  
3,000	  rubles	  per	  year	  at	  the	  Mariinsky,	  more	  than	  twice	  the	  amount	  that	  any	  
Russian	  singer	  was	  paid	  at	  the	  time.23	  Soon,	  however,	  chafing	  at	  the	  theater’s	  
practice	  of	  assigning	  roles	  rather	  than	  allowing	  singers	  to	  choose	  them,	  he	  wrote	  a	  
shocking	  open	  letter	  to	  the	  periodical	  Russkaya	  Stsena	  complaining	  about	  the	  
conditions	  endured	  by	  the	  singers	  at	  the	  Imperial	  theaters.	  It	  accomplished	  nothing.	  
Faced	  with	  the	  dull	  prospect	  of	  singing	  the	  same	  roles	  two	  seasons	  in	  a	  row,	  he	  
resorted	  to	  increasingly	  desperate	  measures	  to	  get	  new	  parts,	  such	  as	  accepting	  
heavy	  Verdian	  roles	  that	  were	  too	  taxing	  for	  his	  small	  voice.24	  
	   In	  the	  1864-­‐1865	  season,	  the	  frustrated	  young	  tenor	  was	  finally	  able	  to	  
assert	  some	  control	  over	  his	  career	  by	  taking	  advantage	  of	  the	  one	  tradition	  that	  
operated	  on	  behalf	  of	  singers:	  the	  bénéfice	  or	  benefit	  performance,	  in	  which	  an	  
established	  member	  of	  the	  troupe	  was	  allowed	  to	  sing	  a	  role	  of	  his	  or	  her	  choosing	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23	  Ibid.,	  2.	  
	  
24	  Ibid.,	  16-­‐17.	  
	  108	  
and	  keep	  a	  large	  percentage	  of	  the	  proceeds.25	  For	  his	  first	  bénéfice,	  
Komissarzhevsky,	  at	  the	  urging	  of	  his	  soprano	  partner	  Yulia	  Platonova,	  daringly	  
chose	  their	  mutual	  friend	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  Rusalka,	  which	  had	  fallen	  out	  of	  the	  
repertoire	  by	  1859.	  They	  had	  to	  fight	  the	  management	  to	  get	  it	  produced,	  and	  both	  
singers,	  especially	  the	  tenor,	  got	  mixed	  reviews.26	  Yet	  audiences	  loved	  the	  opera,	  
and	  Komissarzhevsky	  and	  Platonova	  deserve	  credit	  for	  ensuring	  its	  survival	  at	  a	  
critical	  juncture	  when	  Russian	  opera	  was	  only	  beginning	  to	  assert	  itself	  against	  the	  
Italian-­‐dominated	  repertoire	  of	  the	  state	  theaters.27	  	  
	   Assertion	  against	  authorities	  is	  the	  watchword	  in	  this	  development	  and	  a	  
primary	  theme	  of	  this	  chapter:	  assertion	  of	  Russian	  opera	  against	  the	  dominant	  
Italian	  opera	  (but	  always	  with	  the	  help	  of	  Italian-­‐trained	  performers),	  singers	  
against	  the	  management,	  the	  younger	  generation	  against	  the	  older,	  even	  audiences	  
against	  the	  critical	  establishment	  of	  the	  previous	  generation.	  Writing	  under	  the	  
pseudonym	  of	  “Rostislav,”	  the	  music	  critic	  and	  composer	  Feofil	  Tolstoy	  (a	  relative	  of	  
the	  famous	  author)	  noted	  in	  1866	  that	  	  
Those	  parts	  of	  the	  opera	  that	  had	  previously	  been	  heard	  out	  with	  polite	  attention—and	  nothing	  
more—now	  delighted	  the	  public	  and	  elicited	  repeated,	  unanimous	  applause.	  The	  fact	  is,	  the	  public	  
that	  now	  attends	  the	  Russian	  opera	  has	  reached	  a	  consciousness	  of	  its	  own	  dignity;	  it	  no	  longer	  fears	  
to	  express	  outright	  its	  sympathy	  for	  a	  musical	  work	  not	  yet	  praised	  in	  print,	  but	  rather	  frankly	  and	  
boldly	  applauds	  that	  which	  excites	  it	  and	  touches	  its	  heart.	  Much	  water	  has	  flowed	  away	  since	  1856,	  
and	  it	  can	  definitely	  be	  said	  that	  since	  that	  time	  the	  public’s	  outlook	  has	  radically	  changed.28	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25	  This	  seemingly	  singer-­‐friendly	  custom	  was	  predicated,	  however,	  on	  the	  requirement	  that	  the	  
beneficiary’s	  partners	  perform	  gratis.	  Over	  the	  course	  of	  their	  careers,	  therefore,	  most	  singers	  were	  
expected	  to	  donate	  their	  services	  on	  a	  regular	  basis.	  	  
	  
26	  Pekelis,	  346-­‐52.	  
	  
27	  Italian	  opera	  dominated	  not	  only	  the	  state-­‐subsidized	  Italian	  opera	  companies	  in	  Russia,	  but	  even	  
(in	  translation)	  the	  “Russian	  stage,”	  that	  is,	  the	  native	  Russian	  opera	  companies.	  	  	  
	  
28	  Rostislav,	  quoted	  in	  Pekelis	  pp.	  349-­‐50.	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This	  article	  portrays	  audiences	  as	  growing	  more	  assertive	  in	  expressing	  their	  
opinions	  and	  less	  willing	  to	  defer	  to	  the	  authority	  of	  critics.	  Though	  Rostislav’s	  
comments	  about	  the	  audience	  surely	  constitute	  in	  part	  a	  rhetorical	  strategy	  with	  
which	  to	  justify	  his	  own	  positive	  evaluation	  of	  the	  opera,	  they	  nevertheless	  point	  to	  
a	  growing	  realization	  that	  audiences,	  not	  critics,	  had	  the	  final	  word	  in	  determining	  
the	  value	  of	  a	  musical	  work	  or	  style.	  And	  it	  was	  these	  audiences	  that	  made	  
Komissarzhevsky	  a	  star	  in	  spite	  of	  critics’	  reservations	  about	  his	  voice.	  Largely	  
bypassing	  professional	  tastemakers,	  he	  rose	  to	  his	  position	  on	  a	  wave	  of	  popular	  
acclaim.	  
	   The	  savvy	  choice	  of	  Rusalka	  began	  the	  tenor’s	  transition	  from	  a	  “Russian	  
Italian”	  who	  performed	  only	  Italian	  roles29	  to	  a	  singer	  who	  actively	  promoted	  and	  
starred	  in	  the	  works	  of	  his	  compatriots	  Dargomyzhsky	  and	  Musorgsky.	  Yet	  his	  vocal	  
Russianness	  was	  doubtful.	  His	  “harshness	  of	  sound,”	  declamatory	  rather	  than	  lyrical	  
style,	  baritonal	  timbre	  in	  the	  lower	  range,	  and	  temperamental	  acting	  were	  in	  
keeping	  with	  contemporary	  developments	  in	  Italian	  vocality.30	  He	  was	  perceived	  as	  
an	  Italianate	  singer	  by	  the	  incipiently	  nationalist	  critical	  establishment,	  and	  this	  may	  
well	  have	  factored	  into	  the	  negative	  assessments	  of	  his	  voice:	  he	  “sang	  skillfully,	  but	  
absolutely	  in	  the	  Italian	  manner,	  thus	  greatly	  detracting	  from	  the	  Russian	  
character.”31	  As	  we	  will	  see,	  this	  kind	  of	  voice—somewhat	  lacking	  in	  beauty	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29	  Vladimir	  Stasov,	  quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  17.	  
	  
30	  Borovsky,	  9.	  
	  
31	  Ibid.,	  18.	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power	  but	  skillful	  at	  conveying	  text	  and	  emotion—would	  become	  the	  paradigm	  for	  
many	  Russian	  tenor	  characters	  and	  singers.	  
	   Komissarzhevsky’s	  next	  project	  was	  Don	  Juan	  in	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  Kamenny	  
gost’	  (The	  Stone	  Guest,	  premiered	  1872,	  based	  on	  Pushkin’s	  play	  of	  the	  same	  name).	  
Though	  the	  opera	  did	  not	  find	  favor	  outside	  a	  small	  circle	  of	  connoisseurs,	  its	  daring	  
experiments	  with	  declamation	  and	  abandonment	  of	  traditional	  “numbers”	  such	  as	  
arias	  and	  duets	  proved	  influential	  for	  later	  composers,	  particularly	  Musorgsky.32	  
The	  role	  of	  Don	  Juan,	  composed	  almost	  entirely	  in	  arioso	  style	  and	  set	  in	  middle	  
range,	  suited	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  declamatory	  skills,	  dramatic	  intensity,	  baritonal	  
timbre,	  and	  difficulty	  with	  high	  notes:	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32	  See	  Taruskin,	  “The	  Stone	  Guest	  and	  Its	  Progeny,”	  in	  Opera	  and	  Drama	  in	  Russia	  as	  Preached	  and	  
Practiced	  in	  the	  1860s	  (Ann	  Arbor:	  UMI	  Press,	  1981).	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  Fig.	  5,	  excerpt	  from	  Tableau	  I	  of	  Kamenny	  gost’	  
Critics	  universally	  praised	  his	  performance	  (he	  was	  an	  “effective,	  clever,	  superb	  
artist	  who	  sang	  the	  recitative	  very	  meaningfully”)33	  even	  as	  they	  debated	  the	  merits	  
of	  the	  composition	  itself.	  The	  tenor	  later	  provided	  some	  insight	  into	  his	  own	  
interpretation	  in	  a	  lecture	  to	  his	  students:	  Don	  Juan	  should	  be	  impulsive,	  both	  
sincere	  and	  hypocritical,	  both	  loving	  and	  cruel,	  lacking	  in	  cynicism,	  and	  as	  
captivated	  by	  the	  women	  he	  pursues	  as	  they	  are	  by	  him.34	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33	  Quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  41.	  “Recitative”	  in	  this	  context	  refers	  not	  to	  recitativo	  secco	  but	  to	  the	  melodic	  
recitative	  or	  arioso	  style.	  	  
	  
34	  Borovsky,	  41.	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Fig.	  6.	  Komissarzhevsky	  as	  Don	  Juan	  with	  Osip	  Petrov	  as	  Leporello	  at	  the	  
Mariinsky,	  1872.	  Reprinted	  in	  Borovsky,	  40.	  	  
	  
His	  was	  a	  complex	  and	  arguably	  rather	  sympathetic	  interpretation	  of	  the	  doomed	  
sexual	  rebel,	  in	  line	  with	  many	  contemporary	  and	  latter-­‐day	  scholars’	  
interpretations	  of	  Pushkin’s	  character.35	  Boris	  Gasparov,	  in	  particular,	  has	  noted	  
that	  Pushkin’s	  works	  often	  feature	  a	  young	  man	  who	  rebels	  against	  existing	  social	  
structures.	  In	  his	  later	  works,	  including	  Kamenny	  gost’,	  these	  young	  men	  
increasingly	  tend	  to	  be	  crushed	  by	  the	  powers	  that	  be—not	  unlike	  Pushkin	  himself,	  
whose	  professional	  and	  social	  ambitions	  were	  hampered	  by	  the	  authoritarian	  
Nicholas	  I.36	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35	  See	  Belinsky’s	  flattering	  assessment	  in	  “Stat’ya	  odinadtsatya	  i	  poslednyaya”	  (originally	  published	  
1846),	  Sochineniya	  Aleksandra	  Pushkina,	  ed.	  N.	  I.	  Mordovchenko	  (Moskva:	  Gosudarstvennoe	  
izdevatel’stvo	  ‘Khudozhestvennaya	  literatura,’	  1937).	  
	  
36	  See	  Boris	  Gasparov,	  “Don	  Juan	  in	  Nicholas’s	  Russia	  (Pushkin’s	  The	  Stone	  Guest)	  in	  The	  Don	  Giovanni	  
Moment:	  Essays	  on	  the	  Legacy	  of	  an	  Opera,	  ed.	  Lydia	  Goehr	  and	  Daniel	  Herwitz	  (New	  York:	  Columbia	  
University	  Press,	  2008),	  47-­‐60.	  This	  essay	  points	  out	  the	  strong	  biographical	  parallels	  between	  
Pushkin	  and	  his	  character	  Don	  Juan.	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   Pushkin’s	  and	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  Don	  Juan	  presents	  a	  challenge	  both	  for	  the	  
performer	  and	  the	  commentator:	  is	  he	  a	  sympathetic	  victim	  whose	  sexual	  rebellion	  
is	  a	  response	  to	  a	  repressive	  social	  order,	  or	  is	  he	  a	  villain	  like	  Mozart’s	  and	  Da	  
Ponte’s	  Don	  Giovanni?37	  Given	  his	  mixed	  reception	  by	  critics,38	  a	  case	  can	  be	  made	  
for	  both.	  The	  slippery,	  anti-­‐heroic	  nature	  of	  the	  character	  is	  in	  keeping	  with	  Russian	  
writers’	  and	  composers’	  ambivalence	  toward	  young	  men.	  But	  what	  concerns	  us	  here	  
is	  how	  the	  character’s	  many	  potentialities	  were	  actually	  realized	  on	  stage.	  
Komissarzhevsky	  appears	  to	  have	  interpreted	  the	  character	  in	  a	  rather	  positive	  
light,	  though	  unfortunately	  the	  critics	  were	  all	  too	  focused	  on	  the	  radical	  austerity	  of	  
the	  composition	  itself	  to	  describe	  his	  performance	  in	  detail.	  His	  interpretation	  has	  
some	  support	  in	  the	  text,	  for	  Pushkin	  rehabilitates	  Don	  Juan	  by	  showing	  him	  only	  in	  
pursuit	  of	  willing	  women	  of	  his	  own	  social	  class,	  unlike	  the	  seemingly	  more	  violent	  
and	  predatory	  Don	  Giovanni.39	  Perhaps	  more	  importantly,	  the	  poet	  portrays	  him	  as	  
politically	  powerless	  and	  constantly	  in	  danger	  rather	  than	  an	  authority	  figure	  and	  
abuser	  of	  aristocratic	  privilege.	  Pushkin	  disempowers	  him	  by	  creating	  a	  backstory	  
of	  exile:	  Don	  Juan	  killed	  a	  rival	  and	  was	  banished	  from	  Madrid,	  to	  which	  he	  has	  now	  
returned	  incognito.	  The	  danger	  of	  his	  situation	  forces	  him	  to	  remain	  disguised	  for	  
most	  of	  the	  play,	  unable	  to	  rely	  on	  his	  social	  position	  in	  his	  amorous	  exploits.	  For	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37	  See	  Laura	  Engelstein,	  The	  Keys	  to	  Happiness:	  Sex	  and	  the	  Search	  for	  Modernity	  in	  Fin-­‐de-­‐Siècle	  Russia	  
(Ithaca:	  Cornell	  University	  Press,	  1992).	  Though	  she	  deals	  with	  a	  later	  period,	  Engelstein’s	  argument	  
that	  sexual	  rebellion	  on	  a	  large	  scale	  reflects	  dissatisfaction	  with	  social	  and	  political	  norms	  is	  
relevant	  to	  our	  discussion	  of	  tenor	  seducers	  (and	  also	  to	  seduced	  sopranos).	  
	  
38	  For	  the	  poles	  of	  positive	  and	  negative	  interpretation,	  see	  David	  Herman,	  “Don	  Juan	  and	  Don	  
Alejandro:	  The	  Seductions	  of	  Art	  in	  Pushkin’s	  Stone	  Guest,”	  Comparative	  Literature	  vol.	  51,	  no.	  1	  
(Winter,	  1999),	  pp.	  3-­‐23,	  and	  Taruskin’s	  article	  mentioned	  above.	  	  
	  
39	  Of	  course,	  a	  variety	  of	  interpretations	  of	  Don	  Giovanni	  are	  possible	  as	  well,	  and	  Da	  Ponte’s	  libretto	  
is	  remarkably	  ambiguous.	  Nevertheless,	  on	  the	  surface	  of	  the	  text,	  Don	  Giovanni	  is	  not	  only	  a	  seducer	  
but	  a	  rapist.	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some	  readers,	  this	  alteration	  to	  the	  plot	  also	  imbues	  the	  story	  with	  political	  
resonances,	  insofar	  as	  one	  standard	  punishment	  for	  political	  offenses	  in	  tsarist	  
Russia	  was	  exile.40	  	  
	   Pushkin’s	  Don	  Juan,	  then,	  is	  more	  of	  an	  embattled	  rebel	  and	  less	  of	  an	  
entitled	  aristocrat	  than	  Don	  Giovanni,	  and	  therefore	  likely	  the	  more	  sympathetic	  of	  
the	  two—an	  antihero	  rather	  than	  a	  villain.	  But	  though	  Don	  Giovanni	  provides	  an	  
obvious	  and	  necessary	  point	  of	  comparison,	  it	  is	  not	  my	  intention	  to	  draw	  a	  
sweeping	  contrast	  between	  Western	  European	  and	  Russian	  treatments	  of	  the	  
character—especially	  since	  four	  decades	  separate	  Mozart’s	  and	  Da	  Ponte’s	  ancien	  
régime	  parasite	  from	  Pushkin’s	  social	  rebel.	  A	  more	  contemporaneous	  point	  of	  
comparison	  can	  be	  found	  in	  the	  Byronic	  hero,	  a	  literary	  type	  that	  fascinated	  Pushkin	  
and	  was	  still	  in	  vogue	  in	  1830	  when	  he	  wrote	  Kamenny	  gost’.41	  Attractive,	  
contemptuous	  of	  social	  mores,	  and	  destructive	  of	  both	  himself	  and	  others,	  the	  
Byronic	  hero—most	  famously	  depicted	  in	  English	  novels	  such	  as	  Jane	  Eyre	  and	  
Wuthering	  Heights—combines	  the	  sinister	  charisma	  of	  Don	  Giovanni	  with	  the	  
reflective	  and	  tragic	  sensibility	  of	  Romantic	  characters.	  This	  character	  type,	  a	  
manifestation	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  writers’	  interest	  in	  going	  beyond	  good	  and	  evil,	  
sped	  up	  the	  disintegration	  of	  the	  conventional	  opposition	  between	  hero	  and	  villain	  
and	  critically	  influenced	  the	  development	  of	  the	  modern	  antihero.	  Pushkin’s	  Don	  
Juan	  (along	  with	  his	  contemporary	  Mikhail	  Lermontov’s	  Demon	  and	  Pechorin)	  is	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40	  This	  interpretation	  was	  particularly	  popular	  in	  commentaries	  by	  Soviet	  dissidents.	  See,	  for	  
example,	  Anna	  Akhmatova,	  “’Kamennyi	  gost’	  Pushkina”	  (Pushkin’s	  The	  Stone	  Guest),	  in	  Don	  Zhuan	  
Russki,	  ed.	  Aleksei	  Parin	  (Moskva:	  Agraf,	  2000),	  546-­‐62.	  	  
	  
41	  Byron’s	  influence	  on	  Pushkin	  has	  been	  widely	  studied.	  See	  Viktor	  Zhirmunsky,	  Bairon	  i	  Pushkin:	  
Pushkin	  i	  zapadnye	  literatury	  (München:	  Fink,	  1970)	  and	  Ann	  Gelder,	  “Wandering	  in	  Exile:	  Byron	  and	  
Pushkin”	  in	  Comparative	  Literature,	  vol.	  42,	  no.	  4	  (Autumn,	  1990),	  319-­‐34.	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one	  of	  Russian	  literature’s	  clearest	  examples	  of	  a	  Byronic	  hero,	  and	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  
Kamenny	  gost’	  may	  be	  considered	  the	  first	  Russian	  operatic	  portrayal	  of	  the	  type.	  
	   What	  vocal	  timbre	  and	  style	  were	  best	  suited	  to	  this	  new	  anti-­‐heroic	  figure?	  
The	  Franco-­‐Italian	  heroic	  tenor,	  associated	  with	  straightforward	  young	  men	  like	  
Sobinin,	  and	  the	  lyric	  tenor,	  associated	  with	  melancholy	  and	  passive	  figures	  like	  
Bayan	  and	  the	  Prince,	  would	  seem,	  at	  least	  in	  hindsight,	  a	  poor	  fit	  for	  this	  new	  
character	  type.	  Furthermore,	  the	  ascendant	  Realist	  aesthetic	  frowned	  on	  any	  
attempt	  to	  prettify	  discourse,	  preferring	  modes	  of	  expression	  that	  were	  simple	  and	  
forthright.	  Komissarzhevsky	  offered	  an	  alternative	  sound	  more	  in	  keeping	  with	  this	  
trend:	  a	  rather	  harsh,	  baritonal	  timbre	  and	  a	  particular	  talent	  for	  declamation.	  Just	  
as	  the	  antihero	  stood	  poised	  between	  preexisting	  character	  types,	  so	  too	  did	  this	  
singer	  stand	  between	  preexisting	  vocal	  types.	  In	  the	  process	  of	  breaking	  down	  the	  
distinction	  between	  tenor	  and	  bass,	  he	  likely	  helped	  facilitate	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  baritone	  
in	  Russian	  opera.	  Leading	  roles	  featuring	  this	  underused	  voice-­‐type	  had	  only	  just	  
begun	  to	  appear	  around	  the	  timeframe	  in	  which	  Kamenny	  gost’	  was	  composed,	  with	  
Serov’s	  Rogneda	  (1865).	  They	  would	  become	  much	  more	  prominent	  from	  the	  1870s	  
on,	  and	  like	  their	  Western	  European	  counterparts	  they	  would	  often	  be	  associated	  
with	  sinister	  characters	  (cf.	  Chaikovsky’s	  Onegin	  and	  Mazepa	  and	  Rimsky-­‐
Korsakov’s	  Gryaznoi).	  Don	  Juan,	  a	  somewhat	  baritonal	  problem	  tenor,	  is	  a	  foretaste	  
of	  this	  trend.	  	  
For	  now,	  however,	  I	  am	  concerned	  with	  tenor	  development,	  specifically	  the	  
rise	  of	  a	  more	  dynamic	  and	  assertive	  young	  man	  whose	  struggle	  with	  paternal	  bass	  
representatives	  of	  authority	  would	  provide	  a	  crucial	  component	  of	  the	  plot	  in	  opera	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after	  opera.	  Don	  Juan’s	  fatal	  duel	  with	  the	  bass	  Statue	  is	  one	  of	  the	  most	  striking	  
dramatizations	  of	  this	  intergenerational	  struggle.	  Indeed,	  the	  practice	  of	  dueling	  
itself	  was	  a	  way	  for	  noblemen	  and,	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  upwardly	  mobile	  
commoners	  to	  assert	  their	  independence	  from	  the	  state	  and	  their	  social	  worth	  in	  a	  
society	  that	  offered	  them	  few	  opportunities	  for	  accomplishment	  or	  the	  acquisition	  
of	  prestige.	  Irina	  Reyfman	  has	  argued	  that	  dueling	  was	  inherently	  an	  act	  of	  rebellion	  
in	  that	  it	  provided	  a	  way	  for	  men	  to	  resolve	  personal	  conflicts	  illegally,	  without	  the	  
oversight	  of	  the	  state.	  It	  also	  acted	  as	  an	  equalizing	  force	  within	  the	  nobility,	  since	  
“honor”	  and	  the	  right	  to	  defend	  it	  were	  conceived	  as	  applying	  equally	  to	  all	  
noblemen,	  regardless	  of	  rank	  or	  age.42	  The	  duels	  between	  two	  young	  men	  or	  a	  
young	  man	  and	  an	  older	  one	  in	  late	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  opera	  attest	  to	  the	  
strong	  desire	  of	  young	  men	  to	  operate	  outside	  the	  confines	  of	  institutional	  authority,	  
and	  they	  are	  especially	  potent	  gestures	  in	  a	  theatrical	  tradition	  that	  censored	  
depictions	  of	  open	  political	  rebellion.43	  Yet	  in	  almost	  every	  case,	  the	  fresh-­‐faced	  and	  
dynamic	  young	  tenor	  dies,	  undone	  by	  a	  cynical,	  older,	  and/or	  more	  powerful	  man	  
with	  a	  lower	  voice—as	  if	  to	  suggest	  that	  resistance	  to	  higher	  authorities	  is	  futile.44	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42	  Irina	  Reyfman,	  Ritualized	  Violence	  Russian	  Style:	  The	  Duel	  in	  Russian	  Culture	  and	  Literature	  (Palo	  
Alto:	  Stanford	  University	  Press,	  2008).	  
	  
43	  See	  the	  duel	  in	  Yevgeni	  Onegin	  and	  the	  single	  combat	  in	  Mazepa.	  Because	  most	  Russian	  operas	  are	  
set	  in	  eras	  that	  predated	  the	  formal	  duel,	  the	  duel	  is	  actually	  a	  rare	  occurrence	  onstage.	  However,	  it	  is	  
only	  one	  of	  several	  forms	  of	  single	  combat	  or	  social	  challenge,	  usually	  concerning	  a	  woman.	  See,	  for	  
example,	  the	  battlefield	  combat	  between	  Andrei	  and	  the	  title	  character	  of	  Mazepa	  and	  the	  high-­‐stakes	  
card	  game	  that	  Gherman	  plays	  with	  his	  rival	  Yeletsky	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama,	  which	  essentially	  function	  as	  
duels.	  
	  
44	  The	  one	  exception	  I	  am	  aware	  of	  is	  César	  Cui’s	  Vill’yam	  Ratkliff	  (1869),	  in	  which	  the	  tenor	  Douglas	  
wins	  the	  duel,	  but	  he	  only	  wounds	  his	  baritone	  opponent,	  who	  goes	  on	  to	  kill	  someone	  else	  and	  
commit	  suicide.	  This	  course	  of	  events	  weakens	  any	  claim	  the	  tenor	  has	  to	  victory.	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There	  is	  only	  one	  major	  opera	  in	  which	  the	  tenor	  rebel	  emerges	  victorious.	  
The	  first	  and	  only	  real	  tenor	  political	  rebel	  ever	  to	  successfully	  storm	  the	  Russian	  
stage	  was	  the	  Pretender	  in	  Boris	  Godunov	  (premiered	  1874),	  and	  his	  portrayal	  may	  
be	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  most	  lasting	  contribution	  to	  Russian	  opera.	  That	  the	  opera	  
could	  be	  performed	  at	  all	  was	  a	  minor	  miracle,	  since	  the	  Pushkin	  play	  on	  which	  it	  
was	  based	  (published	  1831)	  was	  initially	  denied	  performance	  on	  account	  of	  its	  
subversive	  content,	  and	  a	  decree	  of	  1837	  had	  forbidden	  the	  depiction	  of	  tsars	  
onstage.	  Musorgsky,	  unlike	  Pushkin,	  benefited	  from	  the	  liberal	  regime	  of	  Alexander	  
II	  (r.	  1855-­‐1881),	  who	  is	  best	  known	  for	  emancipating	  the	  serfs	  in	  1861	  but	  also	  
was	  sufficiently	  interested	  in	  fostering	  native	  opera	  that	  he	  built	  the	  Mariinsky,	  
which	  opened	  in	  1860	  and	  had	  the	  largest	  stage	  of	  any	  opera	  house	  in	  the	  world	  at	  
the	  time.45	  	  	  	  
Nevertheless,	  the	  usual	  suspects	  Komissarzhevsky	  and	  Platonova	  had	  to	  fight	  
to	  get	  Boris	  performed,	  because	  even	  after	  Musorgsky	  revised	  his	  extremely	  
declamatory,	  episodic,	  and	  male-­‐dominated	  1869	  version	  at	  the	  management’s	  
command,	  the	  latter	  were	  still	  skeptical	  of	  the	  opera’s	  ungainly	  structure	  and	  
unsatisfactory	  love	  story.	  Both	  singers	  took	  the	  bold	  step	  of	  threatening	  resignation	  
to	  get	  their	  way	  and	  thus	  cowed	  the	  formerly	  dictatorial	  management,	  which	  by	  
then	  could	  not	  do	  without	  their	  starpower.	  Still,	  they	  caught	  flak	  from	  the	  royal	  
family:	  Platonova	  recounts	  that	  the	  Tsar’s	  brother	  Grand	  Duke	  Konstantin	  shouted	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45	  John	  Warrack,	  “Russian	  Opera”	  in	  A	  History	  of	  Russian	  Theatre,	  ed.	  Robert	  Leach	  and	  Victor	  
Borovsky	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1999),	  199-­‐217.	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at	  her,	  “Let	  me	  tell	  you—this	  is	  not	  an	  opera,	  but	  a	  disgrace	  to	  all	  Russia!”46	  A	  
barrage	  of	  hostile	  reviews	  followed,	  deriding	  Musorgsky’s	  crude	  compositional	  
technique.	  Yet	  all	  were	  forced	  to	  admit	  that	  Komissarzhevsky	  was	  compelling:	  he	  
“sang	  and	  acted	  with	  unfeigned	  fervor	  and	  great	  understanding”	  and	  “the	  role	  of	  the	  
Pretender,	  in	  our	  view,	  is	  his	  best.	  Even	  the	  harsh	  timbre	  of	  his	  voice	  suited	  the	  
character.”47	  
	  
Fig.	  7,	  Komissarzhevsky	  as	  the	  Pretender	  in	  Boris	  Godunov	  at	  the	  Mariinsky,	  
1872.	  Reprinted	  in	  Borovsky,	  44.	  
	  
	   The	  Pretender	  is	  striking	  not	  only	  because	  he	  instigates	  a	  political	  rebellion	  
(instead	  of	  personal,	  sexual	  rebellion	  along	  the	  lines	  of	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  other	  
characters),	  but	  also	  because	  he	  lacks	  their	  aristocratic	  pedigree.	  An	  obscure	  young	  
monk,	  he	  is	  determined	  to	  forge	  his	  own	  destiny	  and	  dreams	  of	  rising	  above	  his	  
station	  to	  usurp	  the	  throne.	  He	  is	  one	  of	  the	  first	  social	  climbers	  to	  be	  found	  in	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46	  Quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  43.	  
	  
47	  Laroche	  and	  N.	  Solovyov,	  quoted	  in	  Borovsky,	  43-­‐44.	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Russian	  opera,	  and	  he	  is	  emblematic	  of	  the	  raznochintsy,	  the	  educated	  but	  landless	  
commoners	  who	  formed	  a	  large	  percentage	  of	  the	  upwardly	  mobile	  intelligentsia	  
and	  urban	  professionals	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century.	  Formerly	  employed	  in	  state	  
service,	  this	  class	  was	  increasingly	  able	  to	  function	  independently	  of	  the	  state	  and,	  
after	  the	  establishment	  of	  organs	  of	  local	  self-­‐government	  (zemstva)	  in	  1864,	  
sometimes	  in	  opposition	  to	  it.	  Among	  other	  subgroups,	  the	  raznochintsy	  included	  
musicians	  and	  radicals.48	  
	   Of	  course,	  the	  major	  opera	  singers	  of	  the	  period	  were	  all	  employees	  of	  the	  
state-­‐run	  theaters	  in	  Moscow	  and	  St.	  Petersburg,	  so	  they	  lacked	  the	  independence	  of	  
many	  of	  the	  other	  raznochintsy—though,	  as	  we	  saw,	  they	  often	  engaged	  in	  strategies	  
of	  rebellion	  or	  usurpation	  of	  the	  right	  to	  decide	  what	  operas	  would	  be	  performed.	  
The	  Imperial	  theaters	  did	  their	  best	  to	  maintain	  a	  monopoly	  on	  singers’	  talent	  by	  
contractually	  obligating	  them	  to	  secure	  the	  permission	  of	  the	  management	  before	  
performing	  in	  any	  other	  public	  or	  private	  context.49	  
Meanwhile,	  however,	  composers,	  amateur	  musicians,	  and	  performers	  such	  as	  
Komissarzhevsky	  were	  meeting	  informally	  in	  each	  other’s	  homes	  to	  share	  and	  
workshop	  their	  opera	  projects,	  and	  Komissarzhevsky,	  a	  personal	  friend	  of	  
Dargomyzhsky	  and	  Musorgsky,	  was	  at	  least	  peripherally	  involved.	  These	  under-­‐the-­‐
radar	  gatherings,	  where	  innovative	  pieces	  like	  Kamenny	  gost’	  and	  Boris	  Godunov	  
took	  shape	  in	  defiance	  of	  institutional	  convention,	  morphologically	  parallel	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48	  Elise	  Kimerling	  Wirtschafter,	  “The	  Groups	  Between:	  Raznochintsy,	  Intelligentsia,	  Professionals”	  in	  
The	  Cambridge	  History	  of	  Russia:	  Imperial	  Russia,	  1689-­‐1917,	  ed.	  Dominic	  Lieven	  (Cambridge:	  
Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  2006),	  245-­‐63.	  
	  
49	  Borovsky,	  12.	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semi-­‐clandestine	  circles	  of	  the	  radical	  intelligentsia	  that	  took	  root	  in	  the	  1860s.	  Such	  
gatherings	  included	  both	  informal	  salons	  for	  the	  discussion	  of	  new	  ideas	  and	  arteli	  
or	  cooperative	  organizations	  that	  implemented	  those	  ideas,	  often	  in	  the	  form	  of	  
experimental	  worker-­‐collectives	  headed	  by	  raznochintsy.	  50	  Out	  of	  these	  circles	  
emerged	  a	  number	  of	  would-­‐be	  revolutionaries	  in	  the	  1860s	  and	  1870s,	  who,	  
unsatisfied	  with	  the	  reforms	  of	  Alexander	  II,	  turned	  against	  the	  government	  
altogether	  and	  resorted	  to	  terrorism	  and	  assassination.	  These	  methods	  
accomplished	  little	  in	  the	  short	  run	  other	  than	  provoking	  brutal	  government	  
crackdowns,	  but	  in	  the	  long	  run	  they	  stoked	  popular	  unrest	  and	  provided	  a	  training	  
ground	  for	  later,	  more	  successful	  revolutionaries.	  	  
This	  trajectory	  of	  rebellion	  and	  failure	  that	  lay	  the	  groundwork	  for	  future	  
developments	  can	  also	  be	  seen	  in	  the	  attempts	  of	  renegades	  like	  Komissarzhevsky	  
to	  hijack	  the	  Mariinsky	  and	  turn	  it	  into	  a	  vehicle	  for	  radically	  unusual	  operas.	  As	  we	  
saw,	  he	  sometimes	  succeeded—but	  these	  successes	  were	  only	  temporary,	  not	  unlike	  
the	  fragile	  victory	  of	  the	  Pretender	  at	  the	  end	  of	  Boris	  Godunov.	  The	  character’s	  
hollow,	  minimally	  accompanied	  triumphal	  march	  is	  even	  further	  undercut	  by	  the	  
plaintive	  prophecy	  of	  a	  holy	  fool	  that	  ends	  the	  opera.	  The	  audience	  would	  have	  
known	  that	  the	  historical	  character,	  False	  Dmitri	  I,	  reigned	  for	  less	  than	  a	  year	  
before	  being	  assassinated.	  Similarly,	  Komissarzhevsky	  won	  his	  partial	  victories	  
against	  the	  Russian	  opera	  establishment	  only	  to	  become	  ever	  more	  worn	  down	  by	  
perpetual	  conflict.	  He	  got	  no	  more	  roles	  as	  personally	  fulfilling	  or	  suited	  to	  his	  voice	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50	  See	  chapter	  4,	  “The	  Nihilist	  Response”	  and	  chapter	  5,	  “The	  Radical	  Response”	  in	  Richard	  Stites,	  The	  
Women’s	  Liberation	  Movement	  in	  Russia:	  Feminism,	  Nihilism,	  and	  Bolshevism,	  1860-­‐1930	  (Princeton:	  
Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1978),	  89-­‐154.	  See	  also	  Chernyshevsky’s	  1863	  novel	  What	  Is	  To	  Be	  Done?,	  
which	  did	  much	  to	  popularize	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  artel	  and	  a	  progressive,	  socially	  conscious	  intelligentsia.	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as	  Don	  Juan	  and	  the	  Pretender.51	  He	  gave	  up	  in	  1880,	  resigning	  from	  the	  Mariinsky	  
and	  pursuing	  touring	  engagements	  abroad.52	  	  
But	  that	  was	  not	  the	  end	  of	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  artistic	  activity	  in	  Russia.	  He	  
sang	  briefly	  at	  the	  Bolshoi,	  wrote	  a	  popular	  manual	  for	  beginning	  singers,	  and	  
landed	  a	  prestigious	  teaching	  job	  at	  the	  Moscow	  Conservatory,	  where	  he	  
distinguished	  himself	  by	  his	  emphasis	  on	  acting	  and	  overall	  cultural	  enrichment	  as	  
well	  as	  his	  directorial	  efforts.	  His	  methods	  displeased	  the	  management,	  and	  once	  
again	  he	  turned	  to	  other	  avenues:	  private	  lessons	  and,	  in	  1888,	  the	  establishment	  of	  
an	  actors’	  and	  singers’	  artel	  of	  sorts	  in	  partnership	  with	  his	  student,	  the	  soon-­‐to-­‐be-­‐
famous	  stage	  director	  Konstantin	  Stanislavsky.53	  They	  soon	  parted	  ways,	  but	  the	  
beginnings	  of	  the	  actor-­‐training	  and	  psychological	  immersion	  techniques	  which	  
Stanislavsky	  made	  famous	  and	  which	  form	  a	  cornerstone	  of	  modern	  “method	  
acting”	  can	  be	  clearly	  discerned	  in	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  pedagogy.	  The	  singer,	  along	  
with	  a	  growing	  number	  of	  actor-­‐directors	  throughout	  Europe	  (including	  those	  
associated	  with	  the	  Meiningen	  Ensemble	  and	  the	  Comédie-­‐Française),	  stressed	  the	  
importance	  of	  comprehensive	  training	  of	  young	  actors	  in	  a	  studio	  environment	  
under	  the	  watchful	  eye	  of	  an	  intellectual	  director	  who	  could	  mold	  their	  efforts	  into	  
an	  ensemble	  performance.	  He	  also	  taught	  his	  students	  at	  the	  Conservatory	  and	  at	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51	  In	  1875,	  he	  premiered	  the	  thankless	  role	  of	  Prince	  Sinodal,	  who	  dies	  in	  the	  first	  act	  of	  Rubinstein’s	  
Demon.	  The	  popularity	  of	  this	  opera	  suggests	  that	  for	  many	  Russians	  a	  strong	  tenor	  presence	  was	  not	  
a	  requirement.	  Komissarzhevsky	  also	  premiered	  the	  title	  role	  of	  Chaikovsky’s	  unsuccessful	  early	  
opera	  Vakula	  Kuznets	  (1876).	  Chaikovsky	  wrote	  of	  him	  to	  his	  patron	  Nadezhda	  von	  Meck:	  “Such	  
miscasting!	  Komissarzhevsky	  as	  Vakula!!	  Quite	  dreadful,	  of	  course,	  yet	  they	  insisted	  that	  the	  part	  
should	  be	  given	  to	  him.”	  Letter	  89,	  in	  ‘To	  My	  Best	  Friend’:	  Correspondence	  between	  Tchaikovsky	  and	  
Nadezhda	  von	  Meck,	  trans.	  Galina	  von	  Meck,	  ed.	  Edward	  Garden	  and	  Nigel	  Gotteri	  (Oxford:	  Clarendon,	  
1993).	  
	  
52	  Ibid.,	  36-­‐37.	  
	  
53	  Borovsky,	  53-­‐54	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Stanislavsky’s	  studio	  to	  delve	  into	  the	  “subtext”	  of	  a	  scene	  and	  thus	  engage	  with	  
their	  characters’	  thoughts	  on	  a	  deeper	  level,	  resulting	  in	  a	  more	  layered	  
performance.54	  His	  daughter	  Vera	  would	  become	  the	  most	  famous	  Russian	  actress	  
of	  her	  day,	  and	  his	  son,	  known	  in	  the	  West	  as	  Theodore	  Komisarjevsky,	  would	  
become	  a	  leading	  director	  in	  Moscow	  and	  London	  and	  a	  key	  figure	  in	  the	  
dissemination	  of	  the	  Stanislavsky	  method	  abroad.	  
Though	  Komissarzhevsky’s	  directorial	  interests	  developed	  too	  late	  in	  life	  for	  
him	  to	  accomplish	  his	  goal	  of	  opening	  his	  own	  studio,	  he	  inspired	  the	  next	  
generation	  of	  opera	  singers—especially	  tenors	  of	  modest	  vocal	  resources—to	  move	  
audiences	  through	  committed	  acting	  instead	  of	  beautiful	  sound.55	  Many	  of	  these	  
tenors	  would	  follow	  in	  his	  footsteps	  to	  become	  directors	  and	  teachers	  both	  at	  
conservatories	  and	  in	  their	  own	  studios.	  An	  overview	  of	  the	  evidence	  suggests	  that	  a	  
higher	  percentage	  of	  nationally	  famous	  tenors	  occupied	  these	  influential	  positions	  
than	  their	  peers	  of	  other	  voice-­‐types.	  Their	  preeminence	  in	  teaching	  and	  directing	  is	  
likely	  due	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  most	  female	  opera	  singers	  eventually	  gave	  up	  their	  careers	  
to	  focus	  on	  their	  families,	  and	  basses,	  who	  mostly	  played	  mature	  characters,	  could	  
credibly	  perform	  to	  an	  advanced	  age.	  Typecast	  as	  young	  men,	  tenors	  past	  a	  certain	  
age	  were	  no	  longer	  seen	  (or	  heard)	  as	  youthful:	  Chaikovsky,	  speculating	  in	  1877	  
that	  the	  forty-­‐five-­‐year-­‐old	  Komissarzhevsky	  might	  be	  assigned	  to	  sing	  Lensky	  at	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54	  Ibid.,	  55.	  
	  
55	  See	  the	  memoirs	  of	  his	  student,	  Vasily	  Shkafer.	  Sorok	  let	  na	  stsene	  russkoi	  opery:	  vospominaniya,	  ed.	  
O.	  S.	  Litovsky	  (Leningrad:	  Izdanie	  teatra	  i	  baleta	  imeni	  S.	  M.	  Kirova,	  1936).	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the	  Mariinsky	  premiere	  of	  Yevgeni	  Onegin,	  calls	  him	  “old	  and	  voiceless.”56	  Small	  
wonder,	  then,	  that	  many	  tenors	  eventually	  sought	  less	  performative	  and	  more	  
cerebral	  outlets	  for	  their	  talents.	  In	  this	  respect,	  and	  also	  in	  respect	  of	  his	  elite	  
upbringing	  and	  concern	  for	  young	  singers’	  cultural	  enrichment,57	  Komissarzhevsky	  
established	  the	  model	  of	  the	  intellectual	  singer:	  that	  is,	  a	  well-­‐educated	  and	  cultured	  
performer	  who	  (no	  matter	  what	  his	  or	  her	  background)	  socialized	  with	  other	  
members	  of	  the	  intelligentsia	  and	  pushed	  for	  musical	  change	  as	  the	  latter	  pushed	  for	  
social	  and	  political	  change.58	  	  
But	  the	  hopes	  of	  the	  progressive	  intelligentsia	  were	  temporarily	  dashed	  in	  
1881	  with	  the	  assassination	  of	  Alexander	  II	  by	  a	  cabal	  of	  radicals	  that	  included	  Vera	  
Figner,	  sister	  of	  the	  soon-­‐to-­‐be	  famous	  tenor	  Nikolai	  Figner.	  A	  governmental	  
crackdown	  ensued,	  and	  the	  hard-­‐won	  victories	  of	  the	  1870s,	  such	  as	  permission	  to	  
depict	  a	  singing	  tsar	  onstage,	  evaporated.	  The	  story	  of	  the	  death	  of	  Boris	  Godunov	  
and	  the	  ascent	  to	  the	  throne	  of	  a	  rebel	  commoner	  hit	  too	  close	  to	  home.	  No	  Russian	  




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56	  Chaikovsky,	  Letter	  78	  in	  “To	  My	  Best	  Friend”:	  Correspondence	  between	  Tchaikovsky	  and	  Nadezhda	  
von	  Meck.	  
	  
57	  Shkafer	  describes	  him	  as	  a	  highly	  cultured	  and	  intelligent	  person	  who	  demanded	  intelligence	  more	  
than	  raw	  talent	  from	  his	  singers.	  He	  said	  of	  one	  singer:	  “He’s	  such	  a	  dimwit,	  but	  his	  voice	  is	  splendid;	  
it’s	  a	  true	  operatic	  voice,	  but	  what	  can	  you	  do	  with	  him?	  He	  doesn’t	  understand	  a	  damn	  thing,”	  and	  
dismissed	  him.	  Shkafer,	  53.	  
	  
58	  Komissarzhevsky	  was	  not	  outspoken	  about	  his	  political	  views.	  But	  his	  willingness	  to	  defy	  his	  class,	  
the	  sexual	  ethics	  of	  his	  time,	  and	  the	  operatic	  establishment	  attest	  to	  a	  desire	  for	  personal	  (if	  not	  
broader)	  emancipation	  from	  rigid	  social	  and	  professional	  norms.	  His	  openness	  to	  Western	  European	  
culture	  is	  in	  line	  with	  the	  views	  of	  the	  liberal	  intelligentsia	  of	  the	  second	  half	  of	  the	  century.	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Chaikovsky,	  Borodin	  and	  Superfluous	  Tenors	  
Even	  during	  the	  heyday	  of	  rebellious	  tenor	  pro-­‐	  or	  antagonists—the	  late	  1860s	  and	  
early	  1870s—these	  characters	  were	  in	  the	  minority,	  just	  as	  rebellious	  young	  people	  
made	  up	  only	  a	  fraction	  of	  the	  gentry	  and	  intelligentsia.	  Besides	  Don	  Juan	  and	  the	  
Pretender,	  few	  qualify	  other	  than	  Mikhail	  Tucha	  (Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Pskovityanka,	  
1872).	  Indeed,	  the	  almost-­‐baritone	  range	  of	  Don	  Juan	  foreshadows	  a	  change	  in	  vocal	  
typecasting	  conventions	  such	  that	  the	  transgressor	  against	  society	  would	  more	  
typically	  be	  a	  baritone	  (Yevgeni	  Onegin,	  Pyotr	  in	  Serov’s	  Vrazh’ya	  sila,	  Rubinstein’s	  
Demon,	  and	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Gryaznoi).	  Some	  of	  the	  tenors	  in	  these	  operas	  still	  
challenge	  social	  conventions	  or	  take	  them	  to	  unreasonable	  extremes;	  for	  example,	  
Lensky	  throws	  a	  temper	  tantrum	  at	  a	  ball	  and	  challenges	  his	  best	  friend	  to	  a	  duel.	  
But	  their	  offenses	  pale	  next	  to	  those	  of	  their	  antipathetic	  baritone	  enemies.	  	  
	   If	  baritones	  were	  increasingly	  co-­‐opting	  the	  roles	  of	  declamatory,	  rebellious	  
antiheroes,	  what	  other	  psychological	  or	  social	  types	  could	  tenors	  portray?	  As	  before,	  
they	  continued	  to	  play	  a	  large	  variety	  of	  character	  roles,	  such	  as	  the	  effeminate	  
pedant	  Monsieur	  Triquet	  in	  Yevgeni	  Onegin	  and	  the	  slightly	  comical	  Tsar	  Berendei	  in	  
Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Snegurochka	  (The	  Snow	  Maiden).	  But	  many	  tenor	  characters	  of	  
the	  later	  nineteenth	  and	  early	  twentieth	  centuries,	  beginning	  with	  Musorgsky’s	  Holy	  
Fool	  and	  ending	  with	  Prince	  Vsevolod	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Skazka	  o	  nevidimom	  
grade	  Kitezhe	  (Legend	  of	  the	  Invisible	  City	  of	  Kitezh,	  premiered	  1907),	  embody	  a	  
melancholy	  fatalism,	  hapless	  innocence,	  or	  vulnerability	  to	  hazardous	  romantic	  
entanglements.	  Unlike	  Don	  Juan	  or	  the	  Prince	  in	  Rusalka,	  they	  are	  not	  short-­‐term	  
seducers:	  Sinodal	  in	  Demon,	  Vladimir	  in	  Borodin’s	  Knyaz	  Igor,	  the	  tenor	  leads	  of	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Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  (The	  Tsar’s	  Bride),	  Pan	  Voyevoda,	  and	  Kitezh,	  
and	  the	  tenor	  leads	  of	  almost	  all	  of	  Chaikovsky’s	  operas	  with	  the	  arguable	  exception	  
of	  Pikovaya	  dama	  are	  in	  or	  pursue	  sincere,	  stable	  relationships.	  If	  anything,	  the	  
women	  are	  the	  ones	  who	  reject,	  trifle	  with,	  or	  manipulate	  them:	  Lensky’s	  giddy	  
fiancée	  flirts	  under	  his	  nose,	  precipitating	  the	  train	  of	  events	  that	  leads	  to	  his	  duel;	  
Vladimir’s	  lover,	  the	  princess	  of	  an	  enemy	  tribe,	  convinces	  him	  to	  stay	  with	  her	  
while	  his	  heroic	  father	  Igor	  escapes	  to	  continue	  the	  fight	  for	  Kievan	  Rus’.	  	  
	   The	  cases	  of	  Vladimir	  and	  Lensky	  starkly	  reveal	  the	  consequences	  of	  this	  
extreme	  sincerity	  and	  susceptibility:	  it	  leads	  either	  to	  passivity	  and	  relinquishment	  
of	  power	  to	  others	  (Vladimir),	  or	  to	  passionate	  outbursts	  that	  end	  in	  disaster	  
(Lensky).	  All	  of	  these	  tenor	  characters	  fail	  on	  the	  level	  of	  the	  plot	  through	  inaction	  
or	  death,	  but	  in	  spite	  of	  that—and	  because	  of	  it—they	  give	  voice	  to	  a	  lyrical,	  
sensitive	  subjectivity	  that	  is	  largely	  denied	  to	  the	  stern	  Igors	  and	  cynical	  Onegins.59	  
Like	  many	  soprano	  characters,	  they	  poorly	  navigate	  the	  broader	  social	  or	  political	  
world	  but	  have	  rich	  inner	  lives	  and	  an	  absolute	  commitment	  to	  the	  people	  they	  love.	  
This	  similarity	  extends	  to	  their	  vocal	  style:	  while	  some	  of	  them	  muster	  declamatory	  
forcefulness	  at	  particularly	  dramatic	  moments,	  they	  for	  the	  most	  part	  sing	  in	  long,	  
lyrical	  lines	  of	  moderate	  range	  (rarely	  going	  above	  B	  flat	  even	  at	  climaxes)	  and	  
eschew	  ornamentation.	  There	  is	  little	  visible	  distinction	  between	  their	  vocal	  writing	  
and	  that	  of	  their	  soprano	  co-­‐stars.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59	  Catherine	  Clément’s	  Opera,	  or	  the	  Undoing	  of	  Women	  (Minneapolis:	  University	  of	  Minnesota	  Press,	  
1988)	  is	  relevant	  to	  many	  tenor	  characters,	  as	  is	  Carolyn	  Abbate’s	  Unsung	  Voices	  (Princeton,	  NJ:	  
Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1991).	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  Fig.	  8,	  excerpt	  from	  Lensky’s	  Act	  III	  aria	  “Куда,	  куда	  вы	  удалились”	  (“Where,	  
oh	  where	  have	  you	  gone”)	  
 
	   Just	  as	  many	  female	  characters	  of	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  century	  were	  subtly	  
borrowing	  from	  masculine	  vocal	  styles	  and	  behaviors—specifically,	  behaving	  in	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more	  assertive	  ways,	  exploiting	  lower	  ranges	  and	  darker	  timbres,	  and	  rejecting	  the	  
ostentatious	  ornamentation	  which	  men	  had	  long	  ago	  given	  up	  but	  which	  had	  
continued,	  like	  decorative	  clothing	  in	  real	  life,	  to	  characterize	  female	  performance	  
onstage	  well	  into	  the	  1860s—many	  tenor	  roles	  of	  the	  period,	  especially	  those	  of	  
Chaikovsky,	  engaged	  in	  an	  analogous	  rapprochement	  with	  feminine	  operatic	  
vocality	  and	  behavior.	  Their	  lyrical,	  leisurely	  scenas	  explore	  introspective	  states	  of	  
lovestruck	  sadness,	  including	  the	  topos	  of	  abandonment	  that	  in	  earlier	  times	  had	  
been	  reserved	  for	  fiancées,	  wives	  and	  concubines	  such	  as	  Antonida,	  Gorislava,	  and	  
the	  Princess	  in	  Rusalka.60	  What	  is	  new	  here	  is	  not	  the	  focus	  on	  love	  (since	  young	  
tenor	  protagonists	  are	  usually	  in	  love),	  nor	  the	  lack	  of	  agency	  (since	  the	  tenor	  leads	  
of	  Askol’dova	  mogila	  and	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  both	  allowed	  older	  male	  authority	  figures	  
to	  dictate	  their	  behavior),	  but	  the	  subtle	  shift	  in	  the	  power	  balance	  between	  men	  
and	  women.	  In	  his	  aria,	  Vladimir	  begs	  his	  exotic	  lover/captor	  to	  come	  to	  him,	  but	  
she	  largely	  gets	  to	  decide	  what	  will	  become	  of	  him;	  Lensky	  in	  his	  Act	  I	  aria	  pours	  out	  
his	  love	  for	  his	  fiancée	  while	  she	  listens	  in	  gratified	  amusement	  but	  remains	  
emotionally	  distant.	  In	  taking	  on	  the	  culturally	  feminine	  behavior	  of	  ceding	  control	  
to	  the	  opposite	  sex,61	  this	  panoply	  of	  vulnerable	  tenor	  characters	  continue	  the	  
tradition	  of	  early	  passive	  tenor	  leads	  with	  a	  twist:	  now	  they	  are	  or	  perceive	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60	  The	  clearest	  example	  of	  this	  rapprochement	  can	  be	  found	  in	  the	  case	  of	  Lensky	  and	  Tatyana,	  who	  
not	  only	  have	  the	  same	  vocal	  style	  but	  also	  share	  a	  number	  of	  common	  musical	  motives,	  suggesting	  
similar	  traits	  of	  impressionability,	  vulnerability,	  and	  sincerity.	  For	  an	  analysis,	  see	  Truman	  Bullard,	  
“Tchaikovsky’s	  Eugene	  Onegin:	  Tatiana	  and	  Lensky,	  the	  Third	  Couple”	  in	  Tchaikovsky	  and	  his	  
Contemporaries:	  A	  Centennial	  Symposium,	  ed.	  Alexandar	  Mihailovic	  (Westport,	  CT:	  Greenwood,	  1999).	  	  
	  
61	  Of	  course,	  in	  other	  cultures,	  particularly	  those	  steeped	  in	  the	  chivalric	  tradition,	  the	  portrayal	  of	  
women	  as	  authority	  figures	  in	  romantic	  situations	  was	  common.	  But	  it	  only	  began	  in	  Russian	  opera	  
with	  Marina	  Mniszek	  in	  Boris	  Godunov.	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themselves	  to	  be	  controlled	  by	  their	  significant	  others	  rather	  than	  their	  fathers	  (-­‐in-­‐
law),	  and	  their	  feminized	  behavior	  is	  complemented	  by	  a	  gender-­‐neutral	  vocal	  style.	  
	   These	  tenor	  characters	  are	  all	  portrayed	  as	  sympathetic	  and	  well-­‐meaning.	  
However,	  the	  tendency	  of	  Western	  cultures	  to	  frown	  on	  passivity	  and	  the	  culturally	  
feminine	  display	  of	  emotions	  such	  as	  sadness	  in	  men	  makes	  them	  difficult	  to	  
interpret.	  Are	  they	  sensitive	  Romantic	  souls	  with	  whom	  the	  audience	  is	  invited	  to	  
identify,	  or	  are	  they	  “losers”	  in	  comparison	  with	  the	  more	  civic-­‐minded	  and	  dutiful	  
Prince	  Igors?	  There	  is	  no	  easy	  answer	  to	  this	  question.	  Like	  the	  protagonists	  of	  
Russian	  novels,	  these	  opera	  characters	  explore	  a	  range	  of	  behavioral	  options	  for	  
men,	  and	  many	  later	  nineteenth-­‐century	  tenors,	  especially	  those	  of	  Chaikovsky,	  give	  
voice	  to	  the	  most	  marginalized	  and	  non-­‐traditionally-­‐masculine	  of	  those	  options.	  	  
	   The	  discussion	  of	  these	  “problem	  tenors”	  can	  be	  enhanced	  by	  a	  brief	  
digression	  to	  a	  related	  problematic	  literary	  type,	  the	  so-­‐called	  superfluous	  man.	  
Coined	  by	  Turgenev,	  the	  term	  refers	  to	  a	  man	  of	  the	  nobility,	  gentry,	  or	  raznochintsy	  
whose	  financial	  means	  allow	  him	  to	  avoid	  default	  state	  employment.	  Either	  too	  lazy	  
or	  too	  nonconformist	  to	  pursue	  a	  conventional	  career,	  a	  large	  percentage	  of	  these	  
men	  whiled	  away	  their	  youth	  in	  idleness	  or	  high-­‐risk	  behavior	  such	  as	  promiscuous	  
sex,	  gambling,	  and	  dueling.62	  We	  have	  already	  encountered	  a	  few	  risk-­‐seeking	  tenor	  
characters	  and	  one	  libidinous	  tenor	  singer	  who	  resisted	  state	  employment,	  and	  we	  
will	  encounter	  more.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62	  For	  more	  on	  the	  superfluous	  man,	  see	  “The	  Loss	  of	  the	  Word	  in	  the	  Superfluous	  Man”	  in	  David	  
Patterson,	  Exile:	  The	  Sense	  of	  Alienation	  in	  Modern	  Russian	  Letters	  (Lexington,	  KY:	  University	  Press	  of	  
Kentucky,	  1995).	  On	  youthful	  male	  risk-­‐taking,	  see	  Ian	  M.	  Helfant,	  The	  High	  Stakes	  of	  Identity:	  
Gambling	  in	  the	  Life	  and	  Literature	  of	  Nineteenth-­‐Century	  Russia	  (Evanston:	  Northwestern	  University	  
Press,	  2002).	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Hardly	  any	  operatic	  characters	  truly	  qualify	  as	  superfluous	  men,	  since	  most	  
operas	  are	  set	  in	  eras	  before	  the	  advent	  of	  this	  literary	  type	  and	  since	  one	  of	  his	  
defining	  features	  in	  Russian	  novels	  is	  an	  inability	  to	  sustain	  a	  meaningful	  
relationship	  with	  a	  woman.	  Indeed,	  many	  plots	  revolve	  around	  the	  question	  of	  
whether	  the	  initially	  superfluous	  hero—Lermontov’s	  Pechorin,	  Goncharov’s	  
Oblomov,	  Dostoevsky’s	  Raskolnikov,	  Tolstoy’s	  Pierre	  Bezukhov,	  etc.—will	  overcome	  
his	  emotional	  isolationism,	  return	  the	  affection	  of	  an	  interested	  woman,	  and	  thus	  
rekindle	  his	  defunct	  relationship	  with	  the	  rest	  of	  humanity.	  If	  he	  fails	  this	  test,	  he	  
remains	  superfluous.63	  Operatic	  tenors,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  are	  often	  more	  than	  able	  
to	  commit	  to	  women,	  and	  in	  many	  cases	  do	  so	  to	  the	  detriment	  of	  their	  political	  or	  
professional	  success.	  The	  one	  operatic	  character	  who	  can	  without	  reservation	  be	  
called	  a	  superfluous	  man	  is	  in	  fact	  a	  baritone,	  Onegin.	  
Although	  no	  tenor	  character	  fits	  the	  precise	  definition	  of	  a	  superfluous	  
man—since	  the	  Western	  European-­‐derived	  tradition	  of	  tenors	  sincerely	  in	  love	  was	  
too	  firmly	  entrenched	  in	  Russian	  opera	  to	  be	  challenged—many	  of	  them	  were	  likely	  
influenced	  by	  the	  literary	  archetype	  insofar	  as	  they	  resist	  conventional	  social	  and	  
civic	  behavior.	  This	  resistance	  takes	  the	  form	  of	  either	  a	  phlegmatic	  refusal	  to	  act	  or	  
a	  choleric	  urge	  to	  act	  out.	  Like	  the	  prototypical	  superfluous	  man	  Oblomov,	  Borodin’s	  
Vladimir	  and	  a	  number	  of	  Chaikovsky’s	  tenor	  anti-­‐heroes	  are	  too	  innocent	  and	  too	  
absorbed	  in	  their	  intense	  private	  worlds	  to	  succeed	  in	  the	  outer	  world	  (and	  are	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
63	  Jehanne	  M.	  Gheith,	  “The	  Superfluous	  Man	  and	  the	  Necessary	  Woman:	  A	  'Re-­‐Vision,'”	  Russian	  
Review,	  vol.	  55,	  no.	  2	  (April,	  1996),	  226-­‐44.	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often	  “undone”	  or	  rendered	  dramatically	  irrelevant	  by	  the	  plot	  as	  a	  result);64	  the	  
more	  dramatically	  compelling	  Don	  Juan	  and	  Chaikovsky’s	  Gherman	  violate	  ethical	  
norms	  left	  and	  right	  and	  destroy	  themselves	  in	  the	  manner	  of	  Pechorin;	  Lensky,	  
though	  less	  obviously	  superfluous	  than	  Onegin,	  resides	  between	  these	  two	  
extremes,	  vacillating	  between	  the	  melancholy	  reflection	  of	  Oblomov	  and	  the	  hot-­‐
tempered	  outbursts	  of	  Pechorin.	  	  
The	  Russian	  tenor	  anti-­‐hero	  of	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  century	  is	  the	  bastard	  
child	  of	  the	  lovelorn	  Franco-­‐Italian	  tenor	  and	  the	  superfluous	  man,	  and	  his	  ubiquity,	  
which	  parallels	  that	  of	  superfluous	  men	  in	  novels,	  points	  to	  a	  widespread	  concern	  
about	  the	  role	  of	  young	  men	  in	  society.	  The	  relative	  dearth	  of	  tenor	  hero-­‐lovers	  in	  
the	  Russian	  tradition	  can	  partly	  be	  explained	  by	  a	  patriarchal	  culture’s	  dismissive	  or	  
anxious	  attitudes	  toward	  young	  men.	  While	  Italian	  and	  German	  opera	  at	  midcentury	  
had	  their	  Manricos,	  Radamèses,	  and	  Siegfrieds,	  who	  reflected	  the	  sensibilities	  of	  a	  
rising	  generation	  of	  (relatively)	  self-­‐made	  men	  eager	  to	  do	  away	  with	  vestigial	  
aristocratic	  and	  parental	  privilege,65	  Russia’s	  weaker	  middle	  class	  and	  fewer	  
opportunities	  for	  professional	  advancement	  left	  a	  fainter	  mark	  on	  the	  operatic	  
repertoire.	  Not	  until	  the	  arrival	  of	  private	  operatic	  entrepreneurs	  at	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle	  
would	  the	  tenor	  lover-­‐hero	  come	  into	  his	  own	  in	  Russia.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64	  Innocent,	  brutally	  killed	  tenors	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  operas	  include	  Andrei	  Morozov	  (Oprichnik),	  
Lensky,	  Andrei	  (Mazepa),	  and	  Yuri	  (Charodeika).	  Characters	  who	  are	  rendered	  irrelevant	  include	  
Vladimir	  and	  Charles	  VII	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  Orleanskaya	  deva	  (The	  Maid	  of	  Orleans).	  Vladimir’s	  storyline	  
does	  not	  get	  a	  resolution;	  after	  his	  refusal	  to	  escape	  with	  Igor,	  the	  rest	  of	  Knyaz’	  Igor’	  focuses	  on	  
Igor’s	  exploits.	  The	  weak	  tenor	  Charles	  VII	  also	  disappears	  from	  the	  story	  when	  the	  Church	  takes	  
control	  of	  Joan’s	  future.	  	  	  
	  
65	  See	  Gilles	  de	  Van,	  Verdi’s	  Theater:	  Creating	  Drama	  through	  Music,	  trans.	  Gilda	  Roberts	  (Chicago:	  
Chicago	  University	  Press,	  1998),	  81-­‐200.	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The	  vocal	  lyricism	  and	  dramatic	  weakness	  of	  many	  later	  nineteenth-­‐century	  
tenor	  characters	  may	  also	  be	  explained	  by	  the	  paucity	  of	  compelling	  tenor	  singer-­‐
actors	  in	  the	  mold	  of	  Komissarzhevsky	  (who	  was	  past	  his	  prime	  by	  the	  late	  1870s).	  
He	  was	  the	  exception,	  not	  the	  rule.	  The	  majority	  of	  successful	  tenors	  had	  far	  sweeter	  
timbres	  but	  more	  limited	  acting	  ability.	  For	  example,	  Mikhail	  Mikhailov,	  an	  early	  
performer	  of	  Lensky,	  and	  Mikhail	  Vasilyev,	  the	  first	  performer	  of	  Vladimir,	  the	  
weak-­‐willed	  King	  Charles	  VII	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  Orleanskaya	  deva	  (The	  Maid	  of	  
Orleans),	  and	  the	  pallid	  Prince	  Yuri	  who	  is	  killed	  by	  his	  own	  father	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  
Charodeika,	  and	  an	  early	  performer	  of	  Andrei	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  Mazepa,	  both	  had	  
beautiful	  voices	  but	  little	  acting	  talent.66	  Since	  the	  Imperial	  theaters’	  taste	  ran	  to	  
tenors	  who	  sounded	  beautiful	  but	  offered	  little	  else,	  it	  is	  no	  wonder	  that	  composers	  
so	  often	  wrote	  passive,	  lyrical	  roles	  for	  them.	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The	  redefinition	  of	  forms—whether	  we	  are	  talking	  about	  vocal	  categories	  or	  
broader	  social	  and	  political	  structures—seem	  almost	  always	  spearheaded	  by	  
someone	  who	  doesn’t	  quite	  fit	  into	  the	  existing	  ones.	  Thus	  innovation	  in	  tenor	  
vocality	  is	  connected	  with	  singers	  who	  poorly	  met	  existing	  standards	  of	  beautiful	  
singing.	  If	  Komissarzhevsky	  can	  be	  thought	  of	  as	  Russia’s	  first	  dramatic	  tenor,	  the	  
tenor	  associated	  with	  the	  next	  phase	  of	  heightened	  dramatic	  singing,	  verismo,	  was	  
the	  enigmatic	  Nikolai	  Figner	  [1857-­‐1918].	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66	  See	  “Vasil’yev,	  Mikhail”	  and	  “Mikhailov,	  Mikhail	  Ivanovich”	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  vol.	  1,	  96	  and	  329-­‐30.	  
See	  also	  M.	  O.	  Yankovsky’s	  introductory	  essay	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner:	  Vospominaniya,	  Pis’ma,	  Materialy,	  ed.	  L.	  




Fig.	  9,	  Nikolai	  Figner	  in	  1903.	  Reproduced	  in	  L.	  M.	  Kutateladze	  ed.,	  N.	  N.	  Figner:	  
Vospominaniya,	  pis’ma,	  materially	  (Leningrad:	  Muzyka,	  1968),	  48.	  	  
	  
	   In	  many	  ways,	  Figner’s	  life	  story	  reads	  like	  Komissarzhevsky	  redux:	  the	  scion	  
of	  a	  noble	  family,	  he	  was	  pressured	  into	  a	  career	  of	  state	  service	  (the	  navy)	  and	  fled	  
to	  Italy	  (but	  not	  before	  studying	  briefly	  at	  the	  St.	  Petersburg	  Conservatory,	  from	  
which	  he	  was	  expelled	  due	  to	  “complete	  lack	  of	  voice	  and	  talent”).67	  After	  a	  brief	  
career	  abroad,	  he	  returned	  to	  St.	  Petersburg	  and	  became	  one	  of	  the	  most	  successful	  
Mariinsky	  tenors	  of	  his	  time.	  Finally,	  he	  created	  his	  own	  short-­‐lived	  opera	  troupe.	  
Like	  Komissarzhevsky,	  he	  was	  a	  nonconformist,	  but	  other	  members	  of	  his	  family	  
exhibited	  a	  more	  sharply	  political	  rebellious	  streak:	  his	  three	  sisters	  took	  part	  in	  the	  
Narodnaya	  Volya	  (People’s	  Will),	  the	  most	  well-­‐organized	  anti-­‐tsarist	  cabal	  of	  the	  
later	  nineteenth	  century,	  which	  was	  responsible	  for	  assassinating	  Alexander	  II	  in	  
1881.	  His	  oldest	  sister	  Vera,	  a	  member	  of	  the	  executive	  committee,	  was	  sentenced	  to	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67	  “Figner,	  Nikolai,”	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  110-­‐11.	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death	  in	  1864,	  three	  years	  before	  Figner	  embarked	  on	  his	  brilliant	  Mariinsky	  
career.68	  	  A	  “Soloist	  of	  His	  Majesty”	  who	  cooperated	  readily	  with	  the	  management	  
(and	  was	  paid	  approximately	  40,000	  rubles	  per	  year	  compared	  to	  the	  typical	  fin-­‐de-­‐
siècle	  salary	  of	  12,000)69	  yet	  became	  best	  known	  for	  his	  portrayal	  of	  doomed	  social	  
rebels,	  including	  Gherman	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama,	  Figner	  and	  his	  roles	  are	  a	  study	  in	  
contradictions.	  
	   The	  composers	  of	  the	  moguchaya	  kuchka	  (Mighty	  Handful)	  and	  their	  
defenders	  despised	  the	  tenor	  as	  an	  establishment	  figure:	  Stasov	  and	  Cui	  claimed	  
that	  he	  used	  his	  influence	  to	  prevent	  Kuchka	  operas	  from	  being	  performed	  at	  the	  
Mariinsky.	  70	  During	  his	  entire	  career,	  the	  only	  Kuchka	  roles	  he	  performed	  were	  the	  
Pretender	  and	  Shuisky	  in	  Boris	  Godunov;	  otherwise	  he	  preferred	  to	  import	  verismo	  
roles	  such	  as	  Otello,	  Cavaradossi,	  Canio,	  Turiddu,	  and	  Rodolfo.71	  The	  Kuchkists	  had	  
by	  this	  time	  developed	  an	  aversion	  to	  Italian	  opera	  (despite	  the	  fact	  that	  the	  first	  
prominent	  performer	  of	  their	  tenor	  roles	  had	  emerged	  from	  the	  Italian	  tradition)	  
and	  considered	  Figner	  a	  “brake”	  on	  the	  development	  of	  Russian	  opera.72	  Yet	  he	  
delighted	  Chaikovsky,	  who	  had	  a	  more	  cosmopolitan	  vision	  of	  his	  field	  and	  may	  well	  
have	  been	  drawn	  to	  Figner’s	  lyrical,	  emotionally	  charged	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  Italianate	  
style	  that	  contrasted	  so	  sharply	  with	  the	  declamatory	  harshness	  of	  Musorgsky	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68	  Like	  many	  political	  criminals,	  she	  was	  given	  a	  reprieve	  and	  spent	  most	  of	  the	  rest	  of	  her	  life	  in	  
prison.	  This	  allowed	  her,	  among	  other	  things,	  to	  write	  a	  memoir	  that	  later	  made	  her	  notorious.	  
	  
69	  Yankovsky	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  10.	  
	  
70	  Stasov	  claims	  that	  “his	  word	  was	  law”	  at	  the	  Mariinsky.	  Yankovsky	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  6.	  
	  
71	  Figner	  was	  the	  first	  Mariinsky	  performer	  of	  Canio,	  Turiddu,	  and	  Rodolfo,	  and	  the	  first	  Russian-­‐
stage	  performer	  of	  Otello	  and	  Cavaradossi.	  See	  “Figner,	  Nikolai”	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  110-­‐11.	  
	  
72	  Cui,	  quoted	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  6.	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the	  emotional	  restraint	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.	  Figner’s	  singing	  at	  its	  most	  poignant	  
can	  be	  heard	  in	  a	  1901	  recording	  of	  Gherman’s	  Act	  II	  arioso	  (see	  Track	  2	  on	  the	  
accompanying	  CD)73:	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73	  Figner,	  “Forgive	  Me,	  Bright	  Celestial	  Vision,”	  Singers	  of	  Imperial	  Russia	  (sound	  recording),	  vol.	  1	  







Fig.	  10,	  “Прости	  небесное	  созданье”	  (“Forgive	  me,	  heavenly	  creature”)	  from	  
Act	  II	  of	  Pikovaya	  dama	  
	  
His	  use	  of	  rubato,	  fermati,	  portamento,	  pianissimo	  high	  notes,	  and	  the	  sob	  on	  the	  
final	  fermato	  G	  are	  hallmarks	  of	  verismo	  singing,	  though	  like	  his	  wife	  Medea	  Mei	  
(discussed	  in	  Chapter	  3)	  he	  avoided	  the	  excesses	  associated	  with	  the	  style	  and	  
combined	  it	  with	  a	  traditional	  bel	  canto	  sound.	  Although	  contemporary	  critics	  found	  
his	  timbre	  unenviable	  on	  account	  of	  its	  thin,	  nasal,	  voix	  blanche	  quality	  (“His	  voice	  
was	  an	  acquired	  taste,”	  Ivanov	  tactfully	  wrote),74	  many	  perceived	  him	  as	  a	  
supremely	  intelligent	  singer	  whose	  sensitivity	  of	  phrasing	  and	  creative	  use	  of	  his	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74	  Mikhail	  Ivanov,	  quoted	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  13.	  See	  also	  the	  1887	  review	  in	  the	  Peterburgskii	  listok,	  
quoted	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  24.	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timbral	  palette	  made	  up	  for	  it	  and	  allowed	  him	  to	  convincingly	  sing	  roles	  that	  were	  
supposedly	  wrong	  for	  his	  voice:	  	  
Though	  he	  had	  no	  sweetness	  or	  warmth	  of	  timbre,	  he	  managed	  to	  find	  just	  those	  sonic	  colors	  that	  are	  
indispensable	  for	  conveying	  heartfelt	  lyricism…Figner’s	  voice	  somehow	  couldn’t	  be	  pigeonholed.75	  
	  
His	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  tenor	  was	  so	  flexible	  that	  he	  could	  sing	  Lensky	  and	  Alfredo	  with	  charming	  
pianissimo	  and	  the	  sweetest	  smorzando,	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  amaze	  [audiences]	  with	  his	  forceful	  
sound	  in	  the	  parts	  of	  Raoul,	  Otello,	  and	  the	  Prophet.76	  
	  
What	  is	  not	  preserved	  on	  his	  lyrical,	  intimate,	  piano-­‐accompanied	  recordings	  
but	  widely	  noted	  in	  reviews	  is	  the	  forcefulness	  and	  psychological	  penetration	  of	  his	  
acting,	  which	  some	  have	  claimed	  anticipate	  Chaliapin,77	  though	  others	  argued	  that	  
unlike	  the	  bass	  he	  played	  the	  same	  kind	  of	  character	  over	  and	  over	  again:	  he	  always	  
“remained	  himself,	  that	  is,	  always	  the	  same	  elegant,	  high-­‐strung,	  passionate	  first	  
tenor.	  He	  barely	  even	  changed	  his	  makeup.”78	  He	  was	  especially	  successful	  in	  roles	  
that	  dealt	  with	  violence	  and	  derangement.79	  On	  his	  Gherman,	  the	  jurist	  A.	  F.	  Koni	  
wrote:	  
He	  understood	  and	  presented	  Gherman	  as	  an	  absolutely	  clinical	  picture	  of	  mental	  disorder…I	  must	  
say	  that	  I	  have	  practical	  familiarity	  with	  every	  possible	  kind	  of	  mad	  display	  on	  account	  of	  my	  
profession	  as	  a	  member	  of	  the	  judiciary	  [судебное присутствие].	  But	  when	  I	  saw	  Figner	  I	  was	  
astounded.	  I	  was	  astounded	  at	  how	  correctly,	  believably,	  and	  profoundly	  he	  depicted	  obsessive	  
madness	  and	  how	  logically	  it	  would	  develop	  over	  the	  course	  of	  his	  portrayal.80 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75	  Eduard	  Stark,	  quoted	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  29.	  
	  
76	  N.	  A.	  Oppel’,	  “Vospominaniya	  o	  N.	  N.	  Fignere,”	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  46.	  
	  
77	  A.	  M.	  Pazovsky,	  “O	  znachenii	  N.	  N.	  Fignera”	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  65.	  
78	  From	  V.	  Kolomitsev’s	  review	  in	  Rus’,	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  167.	  
	  
79	  Pruzhansky	  goes	  so	  far	  as	  to	  call	  him	  the	  first	  Russian	  tenor	  singer-­‐actor.	  I	  reserve	  that	  honor	  for	  
Komissarzhevsky.	  
	  




Fig.	  11,	  Figner	  as	  Gherman	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama,	  c.	  1890.	  Reproduced	  in	  
Kutateladze,	  112.	  
	  
Koni	  was	  equally	  impressed	  with	  his	  murderous	  Canio	  and	  Don	  José,	  and	  indeed	  	  
	  
reviewers	  found	  something	  latently	  violent	  in	  most	  of	  his	  portrayals,	  even	  of	  lyrical,	  
introspective	  characters.	  “There	  was	  too	  much	  passion,	  temper,	  ardor	  and	  abrupt	  
movement	  in	  him,”	  wrote	  Eduard	  Stark	  of	  his	  Lensky.	  “There	  was	  something	  hard	  
and	  overly	  forceful	  about	  his	  face.”81	  	  
	   Whatever	  Figner’s	  peculiarities	  as	  Lensky,	  Chaikovsky	  thought	  he	  had	  
promise	  and	  wrote	  the	  role	  of	  Gherman	  with	  him	  in	  mind.	  The	  young	  soldier’s	  
devolution	  from	  sincere	  suitor	  to	  obsessed	  gambler,	  social	  climber,	  and	  criminal	  
was	  ideal	  for	  a	  singer	  of	  Figner’s	  dramatic	  range.	  “He	  is	  in	  raptures	  over	  his	  part,	  and	  
talks	  about	  it	  with	  tears	  in	  his	  eyes…All	  his	  ideas	  about	  the	  part	  coincide	  with	  mine,”	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81	  Eduard	  Stark,	  “Artist	  muzykal’nogo	  teatra,”	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  35-­‐36.	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reports	  Chaikovsky.82	  Just	  what	  those	  ideas	  were	  beyond	  musical	  details	  is	  hard	  to	  
say,	  but	  it	  is	  tempting	  to	  speculate	  that	  he	  saw	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama	  an	  uncanny	  echo	  of	  
the	  events	  surrounding	  the	  assassination	  of	  Alexander	  II	  and	  the	  downfall	  of	  Vera	  
Figner.	  The	  libretto	  backdates	  the	  story	  from	  Pushkin’s	  nineteenth-­‐century	  setting	  
to	  the	  reign	  of	  Catherine	  the	  Great,83	  who	  never	  appears	  onstage	  but	  whose	  
phantasmagorical	  presence	  is	  strongly	  implied	  in	  the	  character	  of	  the	  moribund	  yet	  
powerful	  and	  sinister	  Countess	  (associated	  throughout	  the	  opera	  with	  the	  fateful	  
queen	  of	  spades).	  The	  opera’s	  portrayal	  of	  a	  decaying	  ancien	  régime	  was	  widely	  
interpreted	  as	  an	  allegory	  of	  the	  weakening,	  beleaguered	  tsarist	  regime	  in	  the	  late	  
nineteenth	  century.	  The	  allegory	  becomes	  all	  the	  stronger	  when	  Gherman	  turns	  
terrorist	  and	  menaces	  the	  Countess	  with	  a	  gun,	  just	  as	  the	  real-­‐life	  radicals	  of	  the	  
1870s	  and	  early	  1880s	  plotted	  to	  assassinate	  the	  tsar.	  The	  Countess	  is	  literally	  
scared	  to	  death,	  but	  her	  ghost	  returns	  to	  engineer	  his	  downfall	  and	  restore	  the	  
aristocratic	  order,	  much	  as	  Alexander	  II’s	  successor,	  Alexander	  III,	  presided	  over	  
Vera	  Figner’s	  trial	  and	  abrogated	  many	  of	  the	  previous	  administration’s	  liberal	  
reforms—including	  the	  right	  of	  opera	  companies	  to	  depict	  Russian	  royalty	  
onstage.84	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82	  Chaikovsky,	  Letter	  to	  Modest	  Chaikovsky,	  July	  1890,	  in	  Chaikovsky,	  Letters	  to	  His	  Family:	  An	  
Autobiography,	  trans.	  Galina	  von	  Meck,	  ed.	  Percy	  M.	  Young	  (New	  York:	  Cooper	  Square	  Press,	  2000),	  
466.	  
	  
83	  See	  Simon	  Morrison,	  Russian	  Opera	  and	  the	  Symbolist	  Movement	  (Berkeley:	  University	  of	  California	  
Press,	  2002).	  
	  
84	  Another	  reactionary	  policy	  enacted	  by	  Alexander	  III	  which	  had	  a	  direct	  impact	  on	  Figner	  was	  the	  
tightening	  of	  restrictions	  on	  where	  Jews	  were	  allowed	  to	  live.	  This	  created	  difficulties	  for	  him	  and	  his	  
third	  wife,	  the	  Jewish	  singer	  Renée	  Radina,	  who	  had	  to	  convert	  to	  Russian	  Orthodoxy	  in	  order	  to	  
marry	  him.	  The	  marriage	  was	  seen	  as	  a	  mésalliance	  by	  Petersburg	  society.	  See	  Figner’s	  letter	  to	  
Radina	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  142	  and	  their	  daughter	  M.	  N.	  Figner’s	  reminiscences	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  92-­‐110.	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   Figner’s	  family	  connection	  to	  terrorism	  may	  well	  have	  factored	  into	  the	  
unusual	  commitment	  he	  brought	  to	  his	  portrayal	  of	  the	  violent	  Gherman.	  His	  
onstage	  antics	  in	  this	  and	  other	  murderous	  tenor	  roles	  such	  as	  Canio	  and	  Don	  José	  
seem	  in	  turn	  to	  have	  inspired	  unusual	  behavior	  in	  many	  of	  his	  fans.	  Though	  
respectable	  professionals	  like	  Koni	  analyzed	  his	  performances	  with	  clinical	  
detachment,	  a	  contingent	  of	  widely	  derided	  young	  female	  fans	  (“figneristki”)	  “went	  
wild	  during	  performances	  and	  almost	  collapsed	  into	  fits	  of	  hysteria,”	  writes	  his	  
daughter	  by	  a	  later	  marriage,	  after	  his	  scandalous	  divorce	  from	  Mei:	  
Father	  couldn’t	  stand	  it.	  One	  time…my	  parents	  and	  I	  were	  coming	  home	  from	  the	  theater	  and	  
suddenly	  a	  girl	  jumped	  out	  of	  the	  bushes	  of	  our	  garden	  with	  a	  bouquet	  of	  flowers.	  It	  was	  a	  student	  
[институтка]	  who	  had	  run	  over	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  the	  night	  in	  order	  to	  be	  the	  first	  one	  to	  congratulate	  
my	  father.	  He	  got	  fearfully	  angry,	  yelled	  at	  her	  and	  told	  the	  chauffeur	  to	  take	  her	  home.	  To	  tell	  the	  
truth	  I	  felt	  sorry	  for	  the	  girl,	  but	  then	  I	  found	  out	  that	  Father	  and	  Mother	  both	  knew	  her	  well	  enough	  
already,	  since	  she	  kept	  sending	  them	  long	  enthusiastic	  letters.85	  
	  
	   The	  repeated	  references	  to	  fans	  (and	  attempts	  to	  distinguish	  between	  proper	  
and	  improper	  ones)	  in	  the	  primary	  sources	  dealing	  with	  Figner	  indicate	  that	  
Russian	  opera	  had	  developed	  a	  robust	  celebrity	  culture	  by	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle,	  and	  also	  
that	  operatic	  performances	  were	  affecting	  people’s	  behavior:	  reportedly,	  after	  one	  
of	  his	  recitals	  the	  public	  flocked	  to	  the	  sheet	  music	  stores	  to	  buy	  the	  songs	  he	  had	  
sung	  and	  imitated	  his	  performance	  style.	  Perhaps	  these	  fans,	  and	  the	  obsessive	  
figneristki	  most	  of	  all,	  admired	  or	  identified	  with	  his	  romantic,	  rebellious,	  mad	  
characters,	  who	  provided	  an	  attractive	  and	  exciting—if	  dangerous—alternative	  to	  
the	  staid	  bass	  ideal	  of	  much	  Russian	  opera.	  	  
Although	  it	  would	  be	  hyperbolic	  to	  claim	  that	  Figner	  instilled	  revolutionary	  
ideas	  in	  St.	  Petersburg	  operagoers,	  he	  certainly	  helped	  to	  consolidate	  and	  inspire	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  M.	  Figner,	  quoted	  in	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  Figner,	  107.	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the	  two	  primary	  demographics—urban	  professionals	  and	  enthusiastic	  young	  
students—who	  made	  up	  the	  reform-­‐	  and	  revolution-­‐minded	  sectors	  of	  the	  educated	  
classes.	  For	  these	  people,	  the	  romanticization	  of	  the	  rebel	  on	  the	  symbolic	  plane	  was	  
the	  first	  step	  toward	  reform	  and	  rebellion	  on	  the	  literal	  plane.	  Whatever	  their	  
involvement	  in	  explicitly	  political	  matters,	  these	  classes	  increasingly	  functioned	  
independently	  of	  the	  state,	  and	  thus	  contributed	  to	  the	  decline	  of	  the	  autocratic	  
regime.	  On	  the	  operatic	  plane,	  their	  Muscovite	  counterparts	  would	  soon	  enact	  a	  
private-­‐sector	  revolution	  by	  becoming	  the	  core	  audience	  of	  the	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  
private	  opera	  companies,	  which	  finally	  broke	  the	  state	  monopoly	  of	  the	  Imperial	  
theaters.	  
	   Figner	  anticipated	  this	  wave	  of	  privatization.	  Like	  Komissarzhevsky,	  he	  had	  
directorial	  ambitions	  and	  felt	  that	  he	  could	  best	  realize	  them	  in	  a	  small	  private	  
theater	  under	  his	  personal	  control.	  Though	  he	  had	  established	  his	  own	  highly	  
individual	  style	  with	  little	  input	  from	  directors,	  he	  later	  came	  to	  believe	  that	  a	  tight	  
ensemble	  performance	  and	  a	  “unified”	  production	  required	  a	  strong	  directorial	  
hand.	  After	  various	  unsuccessful	  entrepreneurial	  efforts,	  from	  1910-­‐1915	  he	  
worked	  as	  the	  general	  director	  and	  artistic	  director	  of	  the	  Narodny	  dom	  troupe	  in	  St.	  
Petersburg.86	  V.	  I.	  Pavlovskaya-­‐Borovik,	  a	  young	  singer	  at	  the	  troupe,	  claimed	  that	  
he	  anticipated	  Stanislavsky’s	  writings	  about	  the	  need	  for	  actors	  to	  be	  more	  sensitive	  
to	  each	  other.	  She	  later	  recalled:	  
Having	  sung	  alongside	  him	  onstage	  and	  having	  personally	  felt	  his	  influence	  as	  a	  singer	  and	  actor,	  I	  
have	  come	  to	  the	  conclusion	  that	  in	  the	  history	  of	  Russian	  opera	  Figner	  was	  one	  of	  the	  most	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  Yankovsky	  essay	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  21.	  
	  
	  142	  
important	  links	  in	  the	  transition	  from	  the	  “concert	  in	  costume”	  and	  the	  singer	  who	  worked	  from	  
intuition	  to	  the	  opera	  performance	  based	  on	  a	  realistic	  plan.87	  
	  
But,	  like	  Komissarzhevsky,	  Figner	  turned	  to	  directing	  too	  late	  in	  life	  and	  lacked	  the	  
resources	  and	  business	  acumen	  to	  head	  an	  opera	  troupe.	  Only	  the	  enterprise	  of	  the	  
industrialist	  and	  artistic	  patron	  Savva	  Mamontov	  would	  truly	  compete	  with	  state	  
opera.	  	  	  
	  
The	  “Heroic”	  Tenor:	  Ivan	  Yershov,	  Capitalist	  Heroes,	  and	  Demonic	  Villains	  
The	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera	  (1884-­‐1904)	  was	  the	  most	  innovative	  company	  of	  fin-­‐
de-­‐siècle	  Russia,	  mounting	  highly	  original	  productions	  of	  older	  operas	  and	  
premiering	  six	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  fifteen	  operas.	  (The	  latter,	  dismayed	  by	  the	  
censorship	  of	  his	  opera	  Noch’	  pered	  Rozhdestvom	  at	  the	  Mariinsky,	  preferred	  for	  
much	  of	  his	  later	  career	  to	  write	  for	  less-­‐scrutinized	  private	  opera	  companies.88)	  
The	  company	  was	  a	  crucial	  link	  in	  the	  chain	  of	  evolution	  from	  the	  Imperial	  theaters,	  
which	  were	  controlled	  by	  bureaucratic	  directorates	  and	  increasingly	  by	  star	  singers,	  
to	  the	  mobile,	  flexible	  private	  companies	  of	  the	  twentieth	  century—above	  all	  the	  
Ballets	  Russes—which	  molded	  young,	  impressionable	  artists	  to	  the	  vision	  of	  a	  single	  
director.	  
	   The	  director	  for	  most	  of	  the	  MPO’s	  duration	  was	  the	  railroad	  industrialist	  
and	  amateur	  singer	  Savva	  Mamontov,	  who	  poured	  the	  greater	  part	  of	  his	  wealth	  into	  
the	  fledgling	  company.	  Though	  he	  farmed	  out	  much	  of	  the	  day-­‐to-­‐day	  work	  to	  
others,	  including	  his	  assistant	  stage	  director,	  the	  character	  tenor	  Vasily	  Shkafer,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87	  V.	  I.	  Pavlovskaya-­‐Borovik,	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner,	  55.	  
	  
88	  See	  Chapter	  3	  in	  A.	  Gozenpud,	  Ivan	  Yershov:	  zhizn’	  i	  stsenicheskii	  deyatel’nost’,	  2nd	  ed	  (Leningrad:	  
Kompozitor,	  1999).	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every	  production	  bore	  the	  stamp	  of	  Mamontov’s	  ideology,	  which	  consisted	  above	  all	  
of	  a	  commitment	  to	  modernist	  experimentation	  in	  a	  workshop	  environment	  led	  by	  
an	  omnipotent	  director.	  The	  MPO’s	  daring	  productions	  earned	  it	  the	  reputation	  of	  
an	  enterprising	  underdog	  in	  comparison	  with	  the	  traditionalist	  Imperial	  theaters,	  
and	  its	  advocacy	  of	  Russian	  opera	  sung	  by	  mostly	  native	  singers	  made	  it	  the	  darling	  
of	  an	  increasingly	  nationalist	  press.89	  According	  to	  Shkafer,	  its	  audience	  had	  a	  
distinct	  profile:	  
The	  contingent	  of	  the	  public	  that	  went	  to	  see	  private	  opera	  was	  completely	  different	  from	  that	  of	  the	  
Bolshoi;	  the	  theater	  founded	  by	  the	  great	  capitalist,	  which	  promoted	  the	  nationalist	  aspirations	  of	  the	  
prominent	  Russian	  bourgeoisie,	  operated,	  in	  essence,	  on	  socially	  varied	  listeners—on	  raznochintsy,	  
on	  broadly	  democratic	  sectors	  of	  society.90	  
	  
The	  involvement	  of	  wealthy	  capitalists	  on	  both	  financial	  and	  artistic	  fronts,	  as	  well	  
as	  the	  upwardly	  mobile	  commoners	  who	  flocked	  to	  the	  MPO’s	  shows,	  had	  a	  distinct	  
impact	  on	  the	  six	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  operas	  that	  were	  premiered	  there.91	  All	  of	  these	  
operas	  (with	  the	  exception	  of	  the	  tenorless	  one-­‐act	  Boyarinya	  Vera	  Sheloga)	  portray	  
enterprising	  young	  men—usually	  tenors—in	  a	  flattering	  light,	  and	  gives	  some	  of	  
them	  an	  almost-­‐unheard	  of	  happy	  ending.	  The	  aspirations	  of	  the	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  
merchant	  class,	  who	  saw	  themselves	  as	  youthful	  innovators	  struggling	  against	  
centuries	  of	  bureaucracy,	  were	  inscribed	  in	  these	  tenor	  heroes.	  Not	  all	  of	  these	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89	  Olga	  Haldey,	  Chapter	  7	  in	  Mamontov’s	  Private	  Opera:	  The	  Search	  for	  Modernism	  in	  Russian	  Theater	  
(Bloomington:	  Indiana	  University	  Press,	  2010).	  	  
	  
90	  Vasily	  Shkafer,	  Sorok	  let	  na	  stsene	  russkoi	  opery:	  vospominaniya,	  ed.	  O.	  S.	  Litovsky	  (Leningrad:	  
Izdanie	  teatra	  i	  baleta	  imeni	  S.	  M.	  Kirova,	  1936),	  174.	  It	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  this	  audience	  was	  not	  
altogether	  “progressive”	  in	  the	  manner	  of	  the	  Westernizing	  intelligentsia	  who	  rallied	  around	  the	  
cosmopolitan	  Komissarzhevsky	  and	  Figner.	  The	  Moscow	  merchant	  class	  was	  a	  bastion	  of	  
pochvennichestvo	  (“rootedness	  in	  the	  soil”),	  an	  outgrowth	  of	  the	  culturally	  conservative	  Slavophile	  
movement.	  Persecuted	  by	  the	  authorities,	  the	  pochvenniki	  nevertheless	  sought	  their	  model	  for	  the	  
future	  in	  an	  idealized	  Russian	  past	  (including	  a	  just	  tsarist	  regime).	  
	  
91	  These	  include	  Sadko,	  Motsart	  i	  Salieri,	  Boyarinya	  Vera	  Sheloga,	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  [The	  Tsar’s	  Bride],	  
Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane	  [Tale	  of	  Tsar	  Saltan],	  and	  Kashchei	  bessmertny	  [Kashchei	  the	  Immortal].	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characters	  are	  merchants,	  but	  they	  are	  all	  young	  men	  on	  a	  quest	  who	  must	  contend	  
with	  the	  forces	  of	  stagnation	  (often	  represented	  by	  bass	  father	  figures).	  The	  
marginalized	  tenor,	  forever	  written	  “around”	  charismatic	  basses	  such	  as	  Ivan	  
Susanin	  and	  Boris	  Godunov,	  had	  at	  last	  come	  into	  his	  own.	  
	   The	  tenor	  hero	  who	  incarnates	  this	  capitalist	  romanticism	  most	  explicitly	  is	  
Sadko,	  a	  mythological	  minstrel	  turned	  merchant	  adventurer	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  
eponymous	  opera	  of	  1896.92	  	  Western	  European	  opera,	  of	  course,	  had	  long	  ago	  
started	  to	  express	  doubts	  about	  capitalism;	  Wagner	  in	  particular	  critiqued	  the	  
power	  of	  money	  in	  the	  Ring	  Cycle.	  Like	  Alberich,	  Sadko	  discovers	  gold	  underwater,	  
but	  instead	  of	  forging	  it	  into	  a	  tool	  of	  domination	  he	  gives	  most	  of	  it	  to	  the	  people	  of	  
Novgorod.	  Inspired	  by	  a	  vision	  of	  the	  Rhinemaiden-­‐esque	  sea	  princess	  Volkhova,	  he	  
uses	  the	  remaining	  money	  to	  go	  on	  a	  quest	  of	  spiritual	  and	  financial	  fulfillment,	  all	  
for	  the	  greater	  good	  of	  his	  city.	  The	  flattering	  parallel	  between	  the	  musically	  
inclined,	  open-­‐handed	  merchant	  Sadko	  and	  the	  generous	  artistic	  patron	  Mamontov	  
could	  not	  be	  clearer.	  Capitalism	  in	  this	  story	  is	  linked	  not	  with	  personal	  greed	  but	  
with	  a	  spirit	  of	  enterprise	  that	  ultimately	  benefits	  the	  whole	  country.	   	  
What	  did	  the	  entrepreneurial	  hero	  sound	  like?	  Ironically,	  the	  company	  that	  
facilitated	  the	  emergence	  of	  this	  novel	  character	  failed	  to	  produce	  tenors	  with	  the	  
vocal	  power	  and	  heroic	  demeanor	  that	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  sought—perhaps	  because	  
Mamontov	  hired	  his	  singer-­‐workers	  not	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  their	  vocal	  or	  personal	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92	  See	  also	  the	  hopeful	  young	  boyar	  Lykov	  in	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta,	  who	  sings	  an	  aria	  about	  the	  joy	  of	  
travel,	  fruitful	  exchange	  with	  foreigners,	  and	  progressive	  Western	  values,	  but	  meets	  an	  unfortunate	  
end	  at	  the	  hands	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible;	  Prince	  Gvidon	  in	  Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane,	  who	  must	  go	  on	  a	  
magical	  quest	  to	  rectify	  the	  errors	  of	  his	  father,	  a	  dim-­‐witted,	  overly	  harsh	  king;	  and	  Vakula	  in	  
Rimsky’s	  earlier,	  comedic	  Noch’	  pered	  Rozhdestvom,	  who	  must	  go	  on	  a	  magical	  quest	  to	  acquire	  a	  pair	  
of	  fancy	  slippers	  for	  his	  beloved.	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forcefulness	  but	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  their	  ability	  to	  contribute	  to	  the	  team,	  subordinate	  to	  
his	  authority.93	  A	  typical	  singer	  in	  his	  troupe	  was	  the	  reedy	  character	  tenor	  Vasily	  
Shkafer,	  a	  student	  of	  Komissarzhevsky,	  who	  even	  more	  than	  his	  teacher	  put	  his	  
energy	  into	  acting	  rather	  than	  beautiful	  singing.	  The	  Imperial	  star	  system,	  whatever	  
its	  deficiencies,	  proved	  a	  better	  source	  of	  large	  tenor	  voices.	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  
favorite	  singer	  in	  the	  part	  was	  the	  Mariinsky’s	  heroic	  tenor	  Ivan	  Yershov	  [1867-­‐
1943].94	  Yershov’s	  life	  story	  introduces	  a	  new	  dimension	  of	  upward	  social	  mobility	  
into	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  tenor	  vocality,	  for	  he	  not	  only	  played	  upwardly	  mobile	  men	  but	  
was	  one	  himself:	  the	  illegitimate	  son	  of	  a	  poor	  cook,	  he	  was	  discovered	  by	  
Komissarzhevsky,	  benefited	  from	  a	  stipend	  provided	  by	  Figner	  at	  the	  St.	  Petersburg	  
Conservatory,	  and	  followed	  a	  sober,	  hardworking	  path	  to	  the	  Mariinsky.95	  	  
	   Yershov’s	  powerful,	  throaty,	  not	  particularly	  sweet	  voice	  proved	  ideal	  for	  
Wagner	  roles.	  Like	  many	  large-­‐voiced	  singers,	  he	  was	  beset	  with	  technical	  
difficulties	  early	  in	  his	  career	  and	  even	  afterwards	  had	  a	  reputation	  for	  a	  sublime	  
rather	  than	  beautiful	  sound.	  As	  the	  first	  Russian-­‐stage	  performer	  of	  Loge,	  Siegmund,	  
Siegfried,	  and	  Tristan,	  he	  essentially	  brought	  Wagner’s	  later	  works	  to	  Russia;96	  in	  
fact,	  his	  greatest	  distinction	  lies	  not	  in	  his	  performance	  of	  Russian	  roles	  but	  in	  his	  
transposition	  of	  Wagnerian	  heroes	  to	  fit	  a	  Russian	  sensibility.	  The	  critic	  M.	  S.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93	  The	  only	  true	  star	  to	  emerge	  from	  the	  MPO	  was	  Chaliapin.	  
	  
94	  Gozenpud	  ch.	  3.	  
	  
95	  Ibid.	  ch.	  2.	  
	  
96	  The	  Mariinsky	  did	  not	  perform	  the	  Ring	  Cycle	  until	  1900,	  partly	  because	  of	  Alexander	  III’s	  
aggressive	  support	  for	  Russian	  music	  after	  1881	  and	  because	  Ivan	  Vsevolozhsky,	  the	  director	  of	  the	  
Imperial	  Theaters	  from	  1881	  to	  1889,	  disliked	  Wagner’s	  music.	  See	  ch.	  2	  in	  Rosamund	  Bartlett,	  
Wagner	  and	  Russia	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1995).	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Shaginian	  opined	  that	  German	  Siegfrieds	  “always	  stressed	  courage	  and	  joyfulness,”	  
while	  
Our	  heroism,	  the	  Russian	  kind,	  is	  nothing	  like	  that:	  we	  have	  Ivanushka	  the	  fool,	  Prince	  Myshkin,	  the	  
Poor	  Knight;	  our	  popular	  imagination	  loves	  the	  wisdom	  in	  foolishness.	  And	  lo,	  Yershov	  takes	  this	  
child-­‐hero	  and	  makes	  him	  simpler	  and	  more	  folksy,	  makes	  him	  gentle,	  wise,	  charmingly	  ingenuous,	  
an	  artless	  and	  clumsy	  person	  with	  the	  striking	  honesty	  of	  a	  child	  who	  approaches	  us	  openly…97	  	  
	  
This	  youthful	  quality	  comes	  across	  in	  Yershov’s	  1903	  recording	  of	  the	  Forging	  Song	  
(see	  Track	  3	  on	  the	  accompanying	  CD),	  which	  shows	  a	  ringing,	  agile	  tenor	  voice	  
strikingly	  devoid	  of	  the	  heaviness	  and	  baritonal	  shadings	  of	  German	  interpreters	  
such	  as	  Lauritz	  Melchior.98	  Something	  of	  the	  Holy	  Fool	  archetype	  (not	  seen	  in	  
Russian	  opera	  since	  Boris	  Godunov)	  informs	  his	  Wagnerian	  roles	  and	  would	  
influence	  his	  portrayal	  of	  Sadko.	  Yershov’s	  biographer	  Gozenpud	  elaborates:	  
German	  Siegmunds	  and	  Siegfrieds	  tended	  “to	  embody	  the	  warlike	  ‘Nordic’	  spirit,	  
severe	  and	  unbending,	  free	  from	  any	  display	  of	  human	  weakness,”	  but	  according	  to	  
Shaginian,	  Yershov	  found	  in	  these	  roles	  
not	  the	  glorification	  of	  the	  power	  of	  the	  state	  and	  inflated	  pathos,	  but	  a	  great	  humanity	  that	  not	  only	  
did	  not	  diminish	  [the	  character’s]	  heroism	  but	  deepened	  it.	  Wagner’s	  heroic,	  in	  the	  singer’s	  
understanding,	  is	  the	  supreme	  manifestation	  of	  the	  human	  spirit:	  love,	  compassion,	  generosity	  
[благородство.]99	  	  	  
	  
Yershov’s	  interpretation	  of	  Siegfried	  gives	  us	  the	  key	  to	  Sadko	  and	  the	  other	  
heroic	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  roles	  he	  created	  or	  helped	  propagate,	  including	  Vakula	  
(Noch’	  pered	  Rozhdestvom)	  and	  Tsarevich	  Gvidon	  (Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane).	  None	  of	  
them	  is	  a	  hero	  according	  to	  the	  Western	  European	  chivalry-­‐inflected	  model	  of	  
warriors	  who	  slay	  dragons	  or	  rescue	  damsels	  in	  distress.	  This	  chivalric	  model	  can	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97	  Shaginyan,	  quoted	  in	  ibid..	  203.	  
	  
98	  Yershov,	  “Hoho!	  Ho-­‐Hei!	  (Forging	  Scene),”	  Singers	  of	  Imperial	  Russia	  (sound	  recording),	  vol.	  1	  
(Wadhurst,	  England:	  Pavilion	  Records,	  1992).	  
	  
99	  Ibid.,	  241.	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easily	  be	  detected	  in	  Italian	  and	  German	  tenor	  heroes	  such	  as	  Manrico	  and	  Siegfried.	  
The	  Western	  European	  expectation	  that	  the	  hero	  earn	  his	  success	  and	  the	  love	  of	  the	  
heroine	  through	  arduous	  struggle	  may	  explain	  why	  characters	  like	  Sadko	  have	  not	  
particularly	  engaged	  Western	  audiences.	  Sadko	  doesn’t	  earn	  his	  wealth	  or	  the	  love	  
of	  Volkhova	  by	  battling	  evil;	  indeed,	  the	  story	  contains	  no	  villains.	  His	  one	  heroic	  
gesture	  is	  sacrificial:	  when	  his	  ships	  get	  stuck	  in	  the	  doldrums,	  he	  throws	  himself	  
overboard	  as	  a	  sacrifice	  to	  the	  underwater	  king	  in	  the	  hopes	  of	  generating	  a	  
favorable	  wind	  and	  meeting	  Volkhova.	  (At	  no	  point	  does	  he	  think	  his	  life	  is	  in	  
danger,	  which	  dilutes	  the	  power	  of	  the	  gesture.)	  After	  she	  expresses	  her	  love	  and	  
returns	  him	  safe	  and	  sound	  to	  mundane	  Novgorod,	  it	  is	  hard	  to	  avoid	  the	  impression	  
that	  Sadko’s	  successes	  stem	  more	  from	  a	  divine	  handout	  than	  his	  own	  efforts.	  	  
But	  Yershov’s	  interpretation	  of	  Siegfried	  provides	  insight	  into	  this	  character,	  
and	  into	  one	  Russian	  model	  of	  heroism.	  Gozenpud	  writes	  that	  
[Yershov’s]	  historical	  service	  consisted	  of	  rejecting	  the	  traditional	  interpretation	  of	  Wagnerian	  
heroes	  as	  bearers	  of	  the	  idea	  of	  the	  “will	  to	  power,”	  the	  justification	  of	  violence	  in	  the	  name	  of	  the	  
triumph	  of	  the	  “German	  spirit.”	  Against	  such	  an	  “interpretation,”	  he	  laid	  bare	  the	  real,	  humanitarian,	  
common-­‐to-­‐all-­‐mankind	  meaning	  of	  Wagner’s	  creation.100	  
	  
Just	  as	  Dostoevsky	  rejected	  the	  assertive,	  individualist	  Nietzschean	  ideal	  in	  Crime	  
and	  Punishment	  and	  extolled	  selfless	  characters	  such	  as	  Prince	  Myshkin	  in	  The	  Idiot,	  
Sadko—especially	  in	  Yershov’s	  performance—represents	  a	  revision	  of	  the	  
Wagnerian	  questing	  hero.	  The	  true	  mark	  of	  a	  hero,	  Sadko	  suggests,	  is	  not	  so	  much	  
personal	  achievement	  (which	  the	  story	  depicts	  as	  an	  unmerited	  divine	  gift)	  or	  the	  
ability	  to	  vanquish	  evil	  (which	  is	  absent	  from	  the	  opera),	  but	  the	  willingness	  to	  
temper	  one’s	  self-­‐assertive	  impulses	  and	  use	  one’s	  talents	  for	  the	  good	  of	  others.	  In	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  Ibid.,	  202.	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a	  certain	  sense,	  this	  humble	  and	  unselfish	  protagonist	  can	  be	  seen	  as	  the	  tenor	  
counterpart	  to	  the	  ethereal,	  self-­‐sacrificing	  Symbolist	  soprano	  character	  type	  
promulgated	  by	  Nadezhda	  Zabela.	  Such	  an	  unselfish	  hero	  was	  also,	  of	  course,	  
politically	  inoffensive	  and	  unthreatening.	  It	  speaks	  volumes	  that	  Sadko	  does	  not	  
ultimately	  parlay	  his	  successes	  into	  political	  power	  but	  instead	  happily	  defers	  to	  the	  
conservative	  elders	  who	  rule	  Novgorod.	  
	   This	  unusual	  heroic	  ideal,	  though	  beloved	  by	  Slavophile	  thinkers	  such	  as	  
Dostoevsky,	  Tolstoy,	  and	  the	  philosophers	  Vladimir	  Solovyov	  and	  Vyacheslav	  
Ivanov,	  did	  not	  gain	  much	  traction	  on	  the	  operatic	  stage,	  perhaps	  because	  such	  non-­‐
proactive	  characters	  are	  ill-­‐suited	  to	  drama	  unless	  consigned	  to	  brief,	  reflective	  
interludes	  such	  as	  that	  of	  the	  Holy	  Fool	  in	  Boris,	  and	  perhaps	  because	  such	  a	  degree	  
of	  passivity	  was	  not	  compatible	  with	  mainstream	  understandings	  of	  ideal	  
masculinity.	  Furthermore,	  Russian	  opera	  has	  tended	  to	  favor	  antiheroes	  over	  
cookie-­‐cutter	  heroes:	  Onegin,	  Boris,	  Gherman.	  Sadko	  and	  Gvidon	  represent	  not	  the	  
beginning	  of	  a	  tradition	  of	  heroic	  tenors	  but	  a	  turning	  point	  after	  which	  Rimsky-­‐
Korsakov’s	  tenors	  become	  weak,	  emasculated,	  decadent,	  evil,	  or	  downwardly	  
mobile.	  Amazingly,	  the	  same	  kind	  of	  singer—the	  Heldentenor—performed	  these	  
seemingly	  opposite	  character	  types.	  	  	  
This	  last	  phase	  of	  tenor	  vocality	  is	  an	  outgrowth	  of	  the	  combined	  efforts	  of	  
heroic	  tenors	  and	  character	  tenors.	  Because	  both	  kinds	  of	  singer	  were	  minimally	  
invested	  in	  conventionally	  beautiful	  sound,	  they	  were	  ideal	  for	  portraying	  the	  
uncanny—whether	  superhuman	  in	  the	  case	  of	  heroic	  tenors,	  or	  grotesque	  in	  the	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case	  of	  character	  tenors,	  or	  both.101	  Shkafer	  and	  Yershov	  were	  crucial	  in	  the	  
rapprochement	  of	  these	  two	  voice-­‐types,	  which	  had	  long	  kept	  their	  distance	  in	  the	  
Wagnerian	  sonic	  universe	  that	  so	  profoundly	  impacted	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.	  102	  	  
Shkafer,	  a	  fine	  actor	  with	  a	  thin	  voice	  and	  lifelong	  fascination	  with	  the	  grotesque	  and	  
the	  fantastic,	  created	  the	  lecherous,	  manipulative	  doctor	  and	  astrologer	  Bomelii	  in	  
Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  (The	  Tsar’s	  Bride,	  premiered	  1899)	  and	  was	  an	  early	  Kashchei	  in	  
Kashchei	  bessmertny	  (Kashchei	  the	  Immortal),	  which	  concerns	  a	  demonic	  wizard-­‐
king	  who	  holds	  a	  princess	  captive.103	  Both	  characters,	  especially	  Kashchei,	  use	  their	  
skill	  and	  authority	  to	  oppress	  others.	  Having	  attained	  the	  power	  so	  long	  denied	  
them	  by	  basses,	  tenors	  were	  quickly	  corrupted.	  
	   The	  mythological	  Kashchei	  gains	  his	  power	  by	  pouring	  his	  life-­‐force	  into	  a	  
magical	  hidden	  cache	  so	  that	  he	  cannot	  be	  killed	  by	  normal	  means.	  	  This	  
indestructibility	  allows	  him	  to	  oppress	  others,	  even	  while	  this	  sacrifice	  renders	  him	  
old	  and	  weak,	  until	  a	  younger,	  less	  powerful	  person	  discovers	  and	  destroys	  the	  
cache.	  He	  is	  thus	  an	  apt	  metaphor	  for	  rulers	  who	  maintain	  their	  authority	  not	  
through	  personal	  merit	  or	  public	  consensus,	  but	  through	  ossified	  institutions	  that	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101	  Fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  sopranos,	  too,	  moved	  toward	  the	  uncanny	  and	  the	  superhuman,	  but	  usually	  in	  the	  
form	  of	  ethereal,	  beautiful	  creatures	  rather	  than	  decadent	  or	  demonic	  ones.	  
	  
102	  Mark	  Weiner	  argues	  intriguingly	  that	  the	  contrast	  between	  the	  baritonal	  Heldentenor	  and	  the	  
reedy	  character	  tenor	  in	  Wagner’s	  operas	  stems	  from	  the	  composer’s	  belief	  that	  Germans	  were	  
substantial,	  masculine,	  and	  potentially	  heroic,	  while	  Jews	  (arguably	  satirized	  in	  the	  character	  of	  
Mime	  among	  others)	  were	  weak	  and	  effeminate.	  See	  Mark	  A.	  Weiner,	  Richard	  Wagner	  and	  the	  Anti-­‐
Semitic	  Imagination	  (Lincoln:	  University	  of	  Nebraska	  Press,	  1995).	  Because	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  drew	  
so	  heavily	  on	  Wagnerian	  musical	  strategies,	  one	  can	  also	  observe	  a	  heroic	  Russian	  tenor/foreign	  
character	  tenor	  distinction	  across	  some	  of	  his	  operas:	  for	  instance,	  the	  Russian	  hero	  Sadko’s	  writing	  
sharply	  contrasts	  with	  that	  of	  the	  evil	  German	  Dr.	  Bomelius	  in	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  [The	  Tsar’s	  Bride].	  
But	  Yershov	  undermined	  the	  distinction,	  and	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  final	  opera,	  the	  anti-­‐nationalist	  
satire	  Zolotoi	  petushok	  (The	  Golden	  Cockerel),	  the	  character	  tenor	  is	  a	  positive	  figure:	  a	  clever	  foreign	  
astrologer	  who	  outwits	  an	  obtuse	  king.	  	  
	  
103	  See	  Shkafer’s	  memoirs.	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are	  poorly	  understood	  by	  their	  subjects—until	  someone	  breaks	  the	  spell.	  Gozenpud	  
interprets	  the	  opera	  as	  an	  indictment	  of	  the	  tottering	  tsarist	  regime.	  Indeed,	  the	  
casting	  of	  a	  tenor	  as	  Kashchei	  may	  well	  reflect	  a	  sense	  that	  the	  era	  of	  omnipotent	  
(bass)	  tsars	  was	  over	  and	  that	  they	  could	  now	  be	  represented	  by	  a	  voice-­‐type	  more	  
associated	  with	  weakness	  and	  vulnerability.104	  	  
Yershov’s	  timbre	  was	  sufficiently	  unusual	  (even	  unattractive)	  that	  he	  could	  
do	  both	  heroic	  roles	  and	  character	  roles,	  bringing	  a	  sonic	  forcefulness	  to	  the	  latter	  
that	  the	  normal	  character	  tenor	  could	  not	  muster.	  In	  addition	  to	  earlier	  character	  
tenor	  parts	  such	  as	  Finn	  (Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila)	  and	  Tsar	  Berendei	  (Snegurochka),	  he	  
performed	  Kashchei	  late	  in	  his	  career,	  in	  1919.	  His	  greatest	  creation,	  however,	  was	  
the	  impoverished,	  bitter,	  demonically	  possessed	  drunkard	  Grishka	  Kuterma	  in	  
Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Skazanie	  o	  nevidimom	  grade	  Kitezhe	  i	  deve	  Fevronii	  (Legend	  of	  
the	  Invisible	  City	  of	  Kitezh	  and	  the	  Maiden	  Fevronia,	  1907),	  who	  commits	  the	  
unforgivable	  sin	  of	  framing	  the	  heroine	  for	  his	  own	  betrayal	  of	  Kitezh	  to	  the	  Tatars	  
and	  eventually	  goes	  mad.105	  The	  character	  is	  a	  perversion	  of	  the	  Holy	  Fool	  
archetype:	  a	  sympathetically	  portrayed	  victim	  of	  social	  injustice	  who	  is	  capable	  only	  
of	  lashing	  out,	  like	  Smerdyakov	  in	  The	  Brothers	  Karamazov,	  and	  requires	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104	  The	  one	  other	  tenor	  tsar	  is	  Berendei	  in	  Snegurochka.	  This	  lone	  compassionate	  and	  just	  ruler	  in	  
Russian	  opera	  is	  somewhat	  reminiscent	  of	  the	  “Tsar-­‐Liberator”	  (and	  assassination	  victim)	  Alexander	  
II,	  during	  whose	  reign	  Snegurochka	  was	  composed.	  As	  I	  have	  argued	  throughout	  the	  chapter,	  
weakness	  and	  compassion	  are	  both	  affiliated	  with	  tenor	  vocality,	  which	  is	  why	  two	  rulers	  as	  different	  
as	  Kashchei	  and	  Berendei	  could	  plausibly	  be	  portrayed	  by	  the	  same	  kind	  of	  voice.	  	  
	  
105	  Gozenpud	  ch.	  3.	  See	  also	  Ostrovsky’s	  comment	  that	  in	  this	  role,	  “equally	  difficult	  from	  both	  vocal	  
and	  psychological	  standpoints,	  he	  proved	  himself	  a	  wonderful	  artist	  whom	  no	  competition	  can	  
threaten.	  This	  is	  not	  merely	  a	  performance,	  but	  creation.”	  Quoted	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  “Yershov,	  Ivan,”	  
174.	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patronizing	  guidance	  from	  others	  (in	  this	  case,	  the	  saintly	  peasant-­‐turned-­‐princess	  
Fevronia).	  
	  
Fig.	  12.	  Yershov	  as	  Grishka	  Kuterma.	  Reproduced	  in	  A.	  Gozenpud,	  Ivan	  
Yershov:	  zhizn’	  i	  stsenicheskii	  deyatel’nost’,	  2nd	  ed.	  (Leningrad:	  Kompozitor,	  
1999).	  
	   	  
	   Musically,	  Kuterma’s	  volatility	  is	  represented	  by	  powerful,	  jagged	  vocal	  	  
	  




	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  13,	  from	  Act	  II	  of	  Skazanie	  o	  nevidimom	  grade	  Kitezhe	  i	  deve	  Fevronii	  
Gozenpud	  claims	  that	  Yershov	  in	  fact	  convinced	  Rimsky	  to	  write	  Kuterma’s	  vocal	  
lines	  in	  a	  more	  angular	  style	  than	  the	  composer	  had	  originally	  intended.	  Ironically,	  
Rimsky	  felt	  that	  Yershov’s	  performance	  was	  too	  naturalistic.	  Critics	  loved	  it,	  
however,	  and	  Gozenpud	  argues	  that	  the	  tenor	  enriched	  the	  role	  beyond	  the	  
composer’s	  conception,	  and	  that	  the	  singer’s	  difficult	  childhood	  gave	  him	  special	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insight	  into	  the	  character.	  For	  Yershov,	  the	  role	  embodied	  the	  experience	  of	  ill-­‐used	  
Russians,	  or	  perhaps	  all	  Russians:	  
Russian	  man	  from	  time	  immemorial	  has	  carried	  within	  himself,	  in	  his	  consciousness	  of	  reality,	  a	  
feeling	  of	  his	  accursed	  fate,	  an	  outraged	  feeling	  of	  grandeur.	  It’s	  as	  though	  his	  spirit	  were	  trapped	  by	  
ill	  use	  into	  continuing	  ancient	  historical	  ways.	  And	  so	  he	  is	  all	  too	  ready	  to	  raise	  his	  violent,	  enraged,	  
mocking	  hand	  at	  everything	  that	  reminds	  him	  of	  what	  he	  has	  been	  deprived	  of.	  “Oh,	  everything	  is	  fine	  
and	  dandy	  for	  you?	  I’ll	  ruin	  it!	  Oho,	  everything	  is	  clean	  and	  pure	  for	  you?	  I’ll	  foul	  it	  up!106	  
	  
	  Kuterma	  represents,	  dramaturgically	  and	  sonically,	  the	  potential	  savagery	  of	  the	  
long-­‐suffering	  populace.	  	  
	   I	  have	  already	  called	  attention	  to	  the	  strangeness	  of	  the	  use	  of	  the	  
Heldentenor	  voice-­‐type	  to	  embody	  both	  heroes	  such	  as	  Sadko	  and	  villains	  such	  as	  
Kashchei	  and	  Kuterma,	  and	  it	  is	  on	  this	  note	  that	  I	  would	  like	  to	  close.	  The	  seemingly	  
contradictory	  usage	  of	  the	  Heldentenor	  is	  only	  the	  most	  striking	  example	  of	  the	  
ambiguity	  surrounding	  the	  tenor	  voice	  throughout	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  and	  early	  
twentieth	  centuries.	  As	  the	  voice	  of	  youth,	  romance,	  rebellion,	  vulnerability,	  sorcery,	  
and	  marginal	  masculinities,	  the	  tenor	  could	  be	  a	  positive	  force	  in	  one	  opera	  and	  a	  
negative	  force	  in	  another.	  As	  tenors	  became	  more	  and	  more	  central	  to	  opera	  plots—
in	  parallel	  with	  the	  young	  men,	  intelligentsia,	  and	  lower	  classes	  who	  were	  becoming	  
more	  and	  more	  conscious	  of	  themselves	  as	  citizens	  endowed	  with	  rights	  and	  eager	  
to	  shape	  public	  life	  in	  accordance	  with	  their	  preferences—their	  potential	  for	  both	  
good	  and	  evil,	  or	  rather	  constructive	  and	  destructive	  action,	  increased.	  In	  utopian	  
fairy	  tales	  such	  as	  Sadko,	  acting	  on	  this	  heightened	  potential	  leads	  to	  professional	  
success	  and	  reconciliation	  with	  existing	  authorities.	  In	  darker	  fairy	  tales,	  it	  leads	  to	  
corruption	  and	  devolution.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106	  Yershov,	  quoted	  in	  Gozenpud,	  158.	  
	  	  	  	  	  Chapter	  3:	  Sopranos	  and	  the	  Problem	  of	  the	  Ingénue	  
	  
	  
“I’m	  always	  a	  victim,	  torn	  between	  a	  mad	  tenor	  and	  a	  crazy	  baritone.	  But	  not	  only	  sopranos	  are	  
victims.	  In	  life	  we	  are	  all	  victims.”	  –Marina	  Poplavskaya,	  soprano1	  
	  
Russia	  has	  long	  had	  a	  reputation	  for	  unleashing	  powerhouse	  mezzo-­‐sopranos,	  
baritones,	  and	  basses	  on	  international	  audiences.	  But	  in	  the	  last	  two	  decades	  the	  
country	  has	  also	  exported	  a	  substantial	  number	  of	  sopranos,	  such	  as	  Galina	  
Gorchakova,	  Anna	  Netrebko,	  and	  more	  recently	  Marina	  Poplavskaya.	  One	  could	  say	  
that	  it	  is	  raining	  Russian	  sopranos	  right	  now.2	  Critics	  frequently	  explain	  their	  appeal	  
in	  terms	  of	  a	  distinctive	  cocktail	  of	  power,	  richness,	  and	  an	  almost	  mezzo	  depth.	  
Gorchakova,	  for	  example,	  has	  a	  “dark,	  sumptuous	  voice”;	  Netrebko	  has	  a	  “deep,	  
lustrous	  and	  velvety”	  voice;	  Poplavskaya	  has	  “amber	  lower	  registers”	  and	  
“unsuspected	  volcanic	  power.”3	  Perhaps	  because	  of	  this	  extra	  heft,	  Russian	  sopranos	  
have	  carved	  out	  a	  niche	  along	  with	  their	  lower-­‐voiced	  compatriots	  in	  the	  Verdi	  
repertoire.	  What	  used	  to	  be	  known	  as	  the	  “Slavic	  sound”4	  is	  rapidly	  becoming	  the	  
international	  Verdi	  sound	  of	  choice.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Matthew	  Gurewitsch,	  “Want	  to	  Be	  a	  Star?	  Take	  Your	  Lumps.”	  The	  New	  York	  Times.	  Dec.	  24,	  2010.	  
	  
2	  See	  also	  Hibla	  Gerzmava,	  Viktoria	  Yastrebova,	  Olga	  Peretyatko,	  Irina	  Mataeva,	  Yekaterina	  
Scherbachenko,	  Julia	  Lezhneva,	  and	  Yelena	  Zoubareva.	  	  
	  
3	  Sarah	  Bryan	  Miller,	  “Classical	  Briefs“	  (review	  of	  Gorchakova’s	  album	  Verdi,	  Tchaikovsky:	  Arias).	  The	  
New	  York	  Times.	  Sept.	  22,	  1996;	  Charles	  McGrath,	  “A	  New	  Kind	  of	  Diva.”	  The	  New	  York	  Times	  
Magazine.	  Dec.	  2,	  2007;	  Mark	  Swed,	  review	  of	  Los	  Angeles	  Opera’s	  La	  Traviata,	  Los	  Angeles	  Times.	  
May	  22,	  2009.	  
	  
4	  Sarah	  Bryan	  Miller’s	  review	  is	  revelatory:	  “She	  sometimes	  carries	  too	  much	  heft	  too	  high	  for	  the	  
Verdian	  repertory,	  with	  an	  occasional	  hint	  of	  strain	  as	  a	  result,	  but	  most	  listeners	  will	  forgive	  a	  
measure	  of	  Slavic	  production	  in	  an	  Italian	  role	  for	  the	  chance	  to	  hear	  a	  soprano	  who	  can	  sing	  this	  
music	  without	  apologies.”	  The	  New	  York	  Times.	  Sept.	  22,	  1996.	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The	  late	  twentieth-­‐century	  conception	  of	  the	  Slavic	  voice	  originated,	  of	  
course,	  with	  Russian	  operas,	  the	  vehicles	  in	  which	  many	  of	  these	  sopranos	  first	  
appeared	  internationally	  and	  which	  acted	  as	  a	  proving	  ground	  before	  Western	  
companies	  consented	  to	  cast	  them	  in	  the	  more	  prestigious	  Italian	  repertoire.	  
Because	  most	  Russian	  operas	  have	  until	  recently	  failed	  to	  penetrate	  the	  
international	  market,	  the	  two	  key	  roles	  that	  have	  cemented	  the	  Slavic	  soprano	  
sound	  in	  operagoers’	  imagination	  are	  Liza	  from	  Pikovaya	  dama	  and	  Tatyana	  from	  
Yevgeni	  Onegin.	  The	  recording	  history	  of	  these	  works	  in	  the	  Soviet	  Union	  suggests	  
that	  the	  preference	  for	  large,	  opulent	  voices	  dates	  at	  least	  from	  the	  mid-­‐twentieth	  
century.5	  Taking	  their	  cue	  from	  the	  Russians,	  international	  opera	  houses	  have	  long	  
cast	  sumptuous	  voices	  in	  these	  roles.	  Most	  recently,	  the	  Metropolitan	  Opera	  cast	  
Karita	  Mattila	  as	  Liza	  in	  the	  2010-­‐11	  season,	  and	  double-­‐cast	  Anna	  Netrebko	  and	  
Marina	  Poplavskaya	  as	  Tatyana	  in	  the	  2013-­‐14	  season.	  It	  is	  no	  accident	  that	  all	  of	  
these	  sopranos	  are	  Eastern	  European.	  With	  few	  exceptions,	  only	  singers	  from	  
Eastern	  European	  countries	  or	  singers	  of	  Eastern	  European	  descent	  are	  thought	  to	  
have	  the	  requisite	  “sound”	  and	  linguistic	  capability	  to	  perform	  these	  roles	  at	  the	  
international	  level.	  
But	  do	  these	  roles	  and	  these	  singers	  accurately	  represent	  Russian	  soprano	  
vocality?	  Even	  a	  brief	  glance	  at	  the	  Gergiev	  discography	  suggests	  otherwise.	  The	  
legions	  of	  light-­‐voiced	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  heroines,	  rarely	  seen	  on	  stages	  outside	  of	  
Russia	  but	  easily	  accessible	  on	  recent	  recordings,	  stand	  in	  stark	  contrast	  with	  their	  
more	  forceful	  and	  famous	  Chaikovsky	  cousins.	  When	  we	  reach	  back	  still	  further	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  See	  Boris	  Khaikin’s	  1955	  recording	  of	  Yevgeni	  Onegin	  starring	  Galina	  Vishnevskaya	  and	  Emil	  
Tchakarov’s	  1990	  recording	  of	  Pikovaya	  dama	  starring	  Stefka	  Evstatieva.	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consider	  the	  bel	  canto	  protagonists	  of	  Glinka,	  Dargomyzhsky,	  and	  Rubinstein,	  and	  
the	  Verdian/Wagnerian	  hybrids	  of	  the	  little-­‐known	  Serov,	  the	  suspicion	  dawns	  that	  
our	  contemporary	  (Western)	  notion	  of	  the	  Russian	  soprano	  sound	  is	  skewed.	  That	  
which	  we	  consider	  the	  most	  characteristically	  “Russian”	  in	  the	  nineteenth-­‐century	  
operatic	  repertoire	  may	  in	  fact	  have	  been	  in	  the	  minority,	  one	  sound	  competing	  with	  
many	  others.	  One	  of	  my	  goals	  in	  this	  chapter	  to	  recover	  this	  heterogeneity	  of	  sounds	  
and	  associated	  character	  types.	  	  
A	  second	  goal	  is	  to	  delve	  into	  the	  forgotten	  careers	  of	  the	  singers	  who	  created	  
these	  roles	  and	  who	  heretofore	  have	  received	  little	  credit	  for	  their	  achievements.	  By	  
tracing	  the	  histories	  of	  sopranos	  for	  whom	  key	  roles	  were	  written,	  or	  who	  
subsequently	  took	  these	  roles	  over	  and	  modified	  them,	  I	  will	  show	  that	  soprano	  
singers	  themselves	  had	  a	  significant	  impact	  on	  the	  creation	  and	  reception	  of	  these	  
roles.	  	  
Finally,	  a	  study	  of	  soprano	  vocality	  in	  connection	  with	  other	  factors	  such	  as	  
dramaturgy	  will	  reveal	  much	  about	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  conceptions	  of	  the	  
heroine,	  and,	  by	  extension,	  women	  in	  general.	  Of	  course,	  we	  can	  hardly	  suppose	  that	  
the	  genre’s	  various	  saintly	  or	  reckless	  heroines	  are	  representative	  of	  average	  female	  
behavior.	  But	  they	  nevertheless	  give	  us	  a	  sense	  of	  the	  array	  of	  feminine	  ideals	  that	  
were	  available,	  if	  only	  in	  hyperbolic	  form,	  to	  audiences.	  This	  kind	  of	  exaggeration	  is	  
revealing.	  The	  philosopher	  Georges	  Bataille	  argued	  that	  people	  at	  certain	  times	  feel	  
a	  strong	  desire	  to	  escape	  the	  bondage	  of	  everyday	  life	  and	  experience	  something	  
“extreme,”	  something	  beyond	  their	  normal	  experiential	  options.	  The	  greatest	  
possible	  extreme,	  that	  is,	  the	  extreme	  limit	  of	  experience,	  can	  never	  be	  reached	  but	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can	  only	  be	  approached	  through	  physical,	  emotional,	  and	  spiritual	  excess,	  or,	  
crucially	  for	  our	  purposes,	  their	  depiction	  in	  drama.	  A	  significant	  goal	  of	  opera,	  even	  
more	  than	  of	  other	  forms	  of	  drama,	  is	  to	  approach	  extreme	  limits	  of	  experience	  
through	  catharsis,	  sensory	  overload,	  and	  stage	  depictions	  of	  excess.	  Rather	  than	  
providing	  models	  for	  everyday	  female	  behavior,	  then,	  these	  heroines	  in	  many	  cases	  
need	  to	  be	  viewed	  as	  exaggerations	  of	  feminine	  ideals,	  as	  dramatizations	  of	  a	  variety	  
of	  ideas	  that	  are	  related	  to	  but	  not	  restricted	  to	  notions	  of	  proper	  female	  behavior,	  
including	  self-­‐sacrifice,	  political	  agency	  (or	  non-­‐agency),	  romantic	  love,	  and	  
transcendence	  of	  the	  mundane.6	  
Stage	  depictions	  of	  excess	  not	  only	  provide	  a	  cathartic	  escape	  from	  everyday	  
mediocrity,	  but	  also	  influence	  spectators’	  future	  behavior	  in	  subtle	  ways,	  if	  only	  by	  
showing	  them	  the	  wildest	  possibilities	  and	  thereby	  delimiting	  the	  territory	  which	  
they	  must	  navigate.	  Ultimately,	  the	  extreme	  limits	  of	  behavior	  demarcate	  the	  range	  
of	  normal	  behavior.	  These	  limits	  and	  the	  operatic	  characters	  who	  reach	  them	  need	  
to	  be	  viewed	  as	  part	  of	  the	  mental	  furniture	  of	  the	  Russian	  educated	  classes,	  like	  
today’s	  film	  or	  pop	  culture	  characters	  who	  embody	  the	  various	  social	  strata,	  values,	  
and	  worldviews	  of	  our	  time.	  Their	  very	  excessiveness	  and	  primary-­‐color	  simplicity	  
endow	  them	  with	  the	  status	  of	  mythic	  archetypes.	  	  
The	  archetype	  that	  the	  soprano	  represents	  in	  all	  operatic	  traditions	  is,	  of	  
course,	  the	  desirable	  and	  well-­‐meaning	  young	  woman.	  The	  soprano	  voice	  thus	  
occupies	  a	  narrower	  range	  than	  the	  other	  voice	  types,	  each	  of	  which	  is	  used	  to	  
depict	  a	  number	  of	  disparate	  character	  types.	  Yet	  the	  conception	  of	  the	  beautiful,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  Georges	  Bataille,	  Inner	  Experience,	  trans.	  Leslie	  Anne	  Boldt	  (Albany:	  State	  University	  of	  New	  York	  
Press,	  1988).	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good	  young	  woman	  was	  not	  static	  in	  Russian	  opera.	  It	  changed	  over	  time	  in	  tandem	  
with	  a	  variety	  of	  broader	  developments	  in	  theater	  and	  society,	  such	  as	  the	  
importation	  of	  foreign	  (primarily	  Italian)	  heroines,	  the	  women’s	  movement	  of	  the	  
1860s	  onward,	  and	  the	  revitalization	  of	  fantasy	  and	  mysticism	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  
century.	  The	  contrast	  between	  different	  kinds	  of	  soprano	  heroines—most	  saliently,	  
the	  proactive	  and	  emotionally	  expressive	  heroines	  of	  realist-­‐historical	  operas	  vs.	  the	  
inscrutable	  and	  outwardly	  passive	  heroines	  of	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  fairy-­‐tale	  operas—
reveals	  the	  existence	  of	  competing	  values,	  worldviews,	  and	  heroinic	  models.	  
Studying	  these	  contrasting	  characters,	  whose	  personalities	  were	  signified	  largely	  
through	  their	  voices,	  will	  give	  us	  insight	  into	  the	  significant	  difference	  of	  opinion	  
and	  public	  contestation	  over	  the	  nature	  of	  the	  “ideal”	  woman—a	  contestation	  in	  
which	  composers	  and	  sopranos	  played	  crucial	  roles	  as	  tastemakers.	  	  
Powerful	  directors	  and	  singers	  further	  complicated	  the	  characters,	  and	  hence	  
the	  values	  they	  represented,	  by	  bringing	  their	  own	  agendas	  to	  casting,	  acting,	  and	  
staging.	  As	  we	  will	  see,	  Nikolai	  Figner,	  the	  tenor	  for	  whom	  Chaikovsky	  wrote	  the	  
role	  of	  Gherman	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama	  (discussed	  in	  Chapter	  2),	  exerted	  his	  influence	  on	  
the	  management	  to	  cast	  his	  wife	  Medea	  Mei	  as	  Liza,	  though	  her	  voice	  was	  likely	  not	  
quite	  what	  Chaikovsky	  had	  had	  in	  mind	  for	  the	  part.	  This	  casting	  had	  far-­‐reaching	  
consequences	  for	  future	  casting	  of	  the	  role	  and	  indeed	  of	  Chaikovsky’s	  soprano	  roles	  
in	  general.	  Soprano	  roles,	  then,	  are	  not	  the	  pure,	  unmediated	  creations	  of	  individual	  
composers	  but	  rather	  the	  result	  of	  a	  confluence	  of	  many	  agents:	  composers,	  
directors,	  and	  singers,	  but	  also	  other	  cultural	  agents	  such	  as	  actresses,	  playwrights,	  
novelists,	  and	  philosophers	  who	  glorified	  certain	  kinds	  of	  women.	  This	  chapter	  will	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touch	  on	  many	  of	  these	  contributors,	  though	  the	  main	  focus	  will	  be	  on	  sopranos	  and	  
their	  collaborations	  with	  composers.	  I	  will	  show	  that	  initially	  sopranos	  had	  little	  
input	  in	  the	  creative	  process,	  but	  that	  this	  input	  increased	  over	  time	  with	  the	  
growing	  prominence	  of	  female	  professionals	  in	  all	  fields	  and	  the	  rising	  cult	  of	  
celebrity	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century.	  Using	  individual	  singers	  as	  a	  source	  of	  empirical	  
data,	  I	  will	  also	  attempt	  to	  identify	  various	  broader	  soprano	  voice-­‐types—or,	  as	  I	  
prefer	  to	  call	  them,	  “sounds”—and	  their	  constantly	  evolving	  associations	  with	  
certain	  kinds	  of	  characters.	  	  
The	  large	  variety	  of	  soprano	  sounds	  that	  could	  be	  heard	  in	  Russia	  between	  
1836	  and	  1905	  contradicts	  later	  assumptions	  that	  the	  Slavic	  soprano	  sound	  consists	  
uniformly	  of	  a	  heavy	  voice	  with	  a	  dark	  color	  and	  wide	  vibrato.	  There	  was	  no	  single	  
Slavic	  soprano	  sound	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  and	  indeed	  it	  is	  questionable	  
whether	  there	  was	  such	  a	  thing	  as	  a	  recognizably	  Slavic	  sound	  for	  any	  other	  voice-­‐
type	  either,	  since	  most	  of	  the	  major	  Russian	  singers	  studied	  with	  Italian	  voice	  
teachers.	  The	  singer	  who	  may	  have	  been	  the	  most	  influential	  in	  laying	  the	  
groundwork	  for	  the	  modern	  conception	  of	  the	  Slavic	  soprano	  sound,	  Medea	  Mei,	  
was	  in	  fact	  an	  Italian	  immigrant.	  At	  almost	  every	  stage	  in	  the	  development	  of	  
Russian	  opera,	  vocal	  technique	  and	  sound	  were	  deeply	  influenced	  by	  Italian	  (and	  
occasionally	  French	  and	  German)	  paradigms.	  Russian	  soprano	  sounds	  were	  as	  
heterogeneous	  as	  the	  heroines	  they	  represented,	  notwithstanding	  the	  efforts	  of	  
commentators	  both	  then	  and	  now	  to	  pin	  down	  vocal	  “Russianness,”	  as	  well	  as	  the	  
voice	  of	  “Russian	  womanhood,”	  and	  explain	  away	  other	  singing	  styles	  as	  
aberrations.	  My	  goal	  is	  to	  recover	  these	  lost	  voices,	  to	  explain	  why	  certain	  sounds	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and	  not	  others	  achieved	  dominance,	  and	  to	  suggest	  what	  the	  significance	  of	  these	  
“Other”	  sounds	  might	  be.	  
	  	  
Glinka	  and	  Ingénues	  	  
Russian	  opera	  is	  popularly	  understood	  to	  have	  begun	  with	  Glinka’s	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  
(A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar)	  in	  1836.	  Recent	  scholarship	  has	  complicated	  this	  genealogy	  by	  
paying	  attention	  to	  earlier	  Singspiels	  such	  as	  Alexei	  Verstovsky’s	  Askol’dova	  mogila	  
(Askold’s	  Grave,	  1835)	  and	  operas	  by	  foreign-­‐born	  composers	  such	  as	  Catterino	  
Cavos’	  Ivan	  Susanin	  (1815),	  thereby	  redirecting	  focus	  from	  Russian	  opera	  as	  such	  to	  
opera	  in	  Russia.7	  Nonetheless,	  as	  has	  already	  been	  explained	  in	  Chapter	  1,	  Zhizn’	  za	  
tsarya	  was	  perceived	  by	  many	  observers	  as	  a	  watershed	  moment:	  it	  was	  the	  first	  
through-­‐composed	  opera	  by	  a	  Russian	  composer	  that	  drew	  substantially	  on	  Russian	  
indigenous	  musical	  traditions	  (particularly	  in	  the	  choral	  numbers,	  which	  include	  a	  
devichnik,	  a	  traditional	  wedding	  chorus	  of	  young	  women,	  and	  frequently	  employ	  
podgolosok,	  a	  type	  of	  folk	  polyphony).8	  Most	  important	  of	  all,	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  
eschewed	  the	  magic-­‐opera	  silliness	  of	  Askol’dova	  mogila	  and	  established	  crucial	  
features	  of	  what	  soon	  came	  to	  be	  considered	  a	  specifically	  Russian	  operatic	  realism:	  
attention	  to	  lower	  class	  life;	  a	  focus	  on	  some	  seminal	  dynastic	  struggle;	  and	  a	  
musical	  style	  that	  drew	  or	  seemed	  to	  draw	  on	  authentic	  Russian	  folk	  music.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  See	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  “Grand	  Opera	  in	  Russia:	  Fragments	  of	  an	  Unwritten	  History,”	  in	  The	  
Cambridge	  Companion	  to	  Grand	  Opera,	  ed.	  Mervyn	  Cooke	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  
2003),	  344-­‐65,	  and	  John	  Warrack,	  “Russian	  Opera,”	  in	  A	  History	  of	  Russian	  Theatre,	  ed.	  Robert	  Leach	  
and	  Victor	  Borovsky	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1999),	  199-­‐217.	  
	  
8	  Warrack,	  “Russian	  Opera,”	  in	  A	  History	  of	  Russian	  Theatre,	  ed.	  Robert	  Leach	  and	  Victor	  Borovsky	  
(Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1999),199-­‐217.	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   However,	  the	  soprano	  heroine	  Antonida	  represents	  a	  fissure	  in	  this	  Russian	  
realist	  paradigm	  so	  celebrated	  by	  Glinka’s	  contemporaries	  and	  successors.	  Her	  
music,	  along	  with	  that	  of	  her	  tenor	  fiancé	  Sobinin,	  resists	  interpretation	  within	  the	  
narrow	  confines	  of	  a	  nationalist	  agenda	  because	  its	  coloratura	  pyrotechnics	  are	  so	  
obviously	  indebted	  to	  foreign	  models.	  At	  first,	  some	  critics	  tried	  to	  downplay	  
Antonida’s	  virtuosity	  and	  connect	  the	  slower,	  lyrical	  music	  of	  her	  cavatinas	  with	  the	  
plaintive	  folk	  protyazhnaya	  lament.9	  Prince	  Vladimir	  Odoyevsky,	  a	  writer	  of	  
Hoffmannesque	  fantastic	  tales	  and	  a	  frequent	  commentator	  on	  musical	  matters,	  
links	  the	  plaintive	  quality	  of	  this	  music	  with	  the	  Russianness	  of	  the	  opera:	  	  
When	  a	  Russian,	  noble,	  cultured,	  with	  an	  ardent	  soul	  and	  great	  talent,	  understood	  Russian	  
nationality;	  when	  after	  seeing	  the	  clear	  sky	  of	  Italy	  he	  remembered	  his	  cloudy	  native	  sky,	  after	  
hearing	  the	  works	  of	  Bellini,	  Rossini,	  and	  Donizetti	  in	  their	  homeland	  he	  remembered	  the	  plaintive	  
song	  of	  the	  Russian	  and	  created	  the	  tender	  Antonida	  and	  the	  angel	  Vanya—and	  at	  last,	  sadly	  parting	  
with	  his	  fondest	  dream,	  cast	  it	  upon	  the	  scorn	  of	  the	  world—then…an	  epoch	  of	  true	  revolution	  in	  
public	  opinion	  began.10	  
	  
Thus	  Antonida	  was	  conscripted	  into	  the	  nationalist	  agenda,	  but	  not	  for	  long.	  The	  
character,	  who	  has	  little	  to	  do	  except	  wait	  for	  her	  fiancé	  to	  come	  back	  to	  her	  and	  
later	  mourn	  her	  heroic	  father’s	  death,	  was	  simply	  not	  striking	  enough	  to	  become	  a	  
poster	  girl	  for	  polemicists;	  it	  was	  the	  bass	  protagonist	  Ivan	  Susanin	  and	  the	  
contralto	  trouser	  role	  Vanya	  who	  attracted	  the	  most	  critical	  attention,	  igniting	  an	  
interest	  in	  lower	  voices	  that	  would	  prove	  more	  resilient	  than	  the	  vogue	  for	  bel	  canto	  
sopranos	  in	  the	  1830s	  and	  40s.	  
	   If	  the	  ingénue	  had	  been	  dramatically	  compelling,	  critics	  might	  have	  been	  
willing	  to	  forgive	  her	  sonic	  foreignness,	  just	  as	  they	  forgave	  Vanya’s	  Italianate	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Richard	  Taruskin	  has	  discussed	  the	  protyazhnaya	  and	  its	  dubious	  presence	  in	  Russian	  art	  music	  in	  
“Little	  Star”	  from	  his	  Musorgsky:	  Eight	  Essays	  and	  an	  Epilogue	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  
1993),	  38-­‐70.	  
10	  Vladimir	  Odoyevsky	  (under	  the	  pseudonym	  V.	  Nevsky),	  “Novaya	  russkaya	  opera:	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya’”	  
in	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955),	  333.	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intricacies	  on	  account	  of	  the	  powerful	  emotional	  dimension	  that	  s/he	  added	  to	  the	  
story.	  	  But	  at	  a	  time	  when	  charismatic	  contraltos	  and	  basses	  such	  as	  Anna	  
Vorobyova	  and	  Osip	  Petrov	  were	  redefining	  expectations	  about	  singers’	  ability	  to	  
act,	  it	  seems,	  judging	  by	  the	  silence	  of	  commentators,	  that	  sopranos	  failed	  to	  jump	  
on	  the	  bandwagon.	  Maria	  Stepanova,	  the	  original	  performer	  of	  Antonida,	  was	  
reportedly	  an	  excellent	  singer	  but	  lacked	  the	  “animation”	  of	  her	  bass	  and	  contralto	  
colleagues.11	  	  A.	  M.	  Pruzhansky,	  the	  painstaking	  mid-­‐twentieth	  century	  
encyclopedist	  of	  all	  records	  concerning	  eighteenth-­‐	  through	  early-­‐twentieth-­‐century	  
Russian	  opera	  singers,	  describes	  her	  acting	  as	  “graceful,	  sometimes	  a	  bit	  
sentimental,”	  and	  on	  the	  subject	  of	  Antonida	  adds	  that	  “the	  character	  that	  was	  
created	  proved	  to	  be	  rather	  inexpressive.”12	  His	  ambiguous	  wording	  suggests	  that	  
the	  fault	  may	  not	  have	  been	  entirely	  Stepanova’s,	  and	  indeed,	  the	  colorful	  anecdotes	  
of	  Glinka’s	  obsession	  with	  the	  contralto	  role	  suggest	  that	  his	  interests	  lay	  
elsewhere.13	  Antonida’s	  dramatic	  function	  is	  simply	  to	  provide	  a	  love	  interest	  for	  the	  
tenor	  and,	  more	  importantly,	  to	  establish	  the	  protagonist	  Ivan	  Susanin	  as	  a	  loving	  
father.	  The	  evolution	  of	  the	  soprano	  heroine	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  
century	  is	  largely	  the	  story	  of	  her	  maturation	  into	  something	  more	  complex	  than	  the	  
mere	  appendage	  of	  a	  husband	  or	  father.	  But	  in	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,	  the	  soprano	  music	  
was	  not	  a	  locus	  of	  significant	  interest	  or	  innovation.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  Odoyevsky,	  “Pis’ma	  k	  lyubitelyu	  muzyki	  ob	  opere	  g.	  Glinki	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya’	  in	  Glinka	  v	  
vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955).	  
	  
12	  Pruzhanksy,	  “Stepanova,	  Maria	  Matveyevna”	  in	  Otechestvennye	  pevtsy,	  1750-­‐1917:	  Slovar’,	  vol.	  2	  
(Moscow:	  Kompozitor,	  2000),	  60.	  
	  
13	  Anna	  Vorobyova	  claims	  that	  after	  she	  asked	  Glinka	  to	  add	  another	  aria	  for	  Vanya,	  he	  brought	  it	  to	  
her	  the	  very	  next	  morning	  before	  she	  woke	  up	  and	  insisted	  on	  playing	  through	  it	  with	  her	  then	  and	  
there.	  See	  Chapter	  4	  of	  this	  dissertation.	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   If	  commentators	  associated	  Russianness	  (or	  at	  any	  rate	  Russian	  femininity)	  
with	  plaintiveness,	  the	  heroine	  of	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  (1842)—a	  dazzlingly	  eclectic	  
and	  cosmopolitan	  opera	  which	  greatly	  disappointed	  those	  who	  hoped	  for	  another	  
nationalist	  epic	  in	  the	  style	  of	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya—is	  even	  less	  recognizably	  “Russian.”	  
Lyudmila	  (also	  created	  by	  Stepanova)	  is	  a	  pert	  soubrette	  whose	  Act	  IV	  cabaletta,	  set	  
in	  the	  harem	  of	  the	  sorcerer	  Chernomor	  who	  has	  kidnapped	  her,	  resembles	  Rosina’s	  
“Una	  voce	  poco	  fa,”	  which	  similarly	  employs	  coloratura	  and	  pealing	  high	  notes	  to	  
express	  defiance	  toward	  a	  lecherous	  captor:	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Fig.	  1,	  Lyudmila’s	  Act	  IV	  cabaletta,	  “Безумный	  волшебник!”	  (“Mad	  Sorcerer!”) 
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While	  commentators	  had	  for	  the	  most	  part	  ignored	  Antonida,	  they	  positively	  
objected	  to	  Lyudmila,	  who	  seemed	  like	  even	  more	  of	  a	  throwback	  to	  early	  bel	  canto	  
style.	  Aleksandr	  Serov,	  a	  critic	  and	  composer	  to	  whose	  operas	  we	  will	  turn	  later,	  
dismisses	  her	  as	  “a	  petulant	  prima	  donna	  of	  tritely	  melodramatic	  escapades”	  (214)	  
whose	  Act	  IV	  predicament	  is	  simply	  “a	  pretext	  for	  a	  concert	  aria,	  extensively	  
elaborated	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  virtuosic	  whims.”	  (222).	  He	  even	  objects	  to	  the	  highness	  
of	  the	  part,	  implicitly	  blaming	  Stepanova:	  “Glinka	  managed	  very	  well	  with	  the	  forces	  
of	  the	  given	  troupe	  and	  in	  many	  ways	  adapted	  himself	  to	  its	  personnel.	  The	  highness	  
of	  the	  parts	  of	  Antonida	  and	  Lyudmila	  was	  entirely	  owing	  to	  Stepanova’s	  voice”	  
(248).14	  	  
Serov’s	  observations	  are	  particularly	  valuable	  because,	  as	  an	  opera	  
composer,	  he	  discusses	  music,	  dramaturgy,	  and	  voices	  at	  a	  level	  of	  detail	  that	  is	  
rarely	  encountered	  in	  music	  journalism	  (certainly	  not	  in	  writings	  of	  the	  dilettantish	  
amateurs	  who	  dominated	  the	  field	  in	  the	  1840s,	  such	  as	  Odoyevsky).	  Though	  he	  
wrote	  his	  series	  of	  articles	  on	  Ruslan	  more	  than	  twenty	  years	  after	  the	  premiere,	  his	  
critique	  offers	  us	  important	  insights	  into	  the	  attitude	  of	  later	  composers	  toward	  the	  
role	  of	  soprano	  vocality	  in	  opera	  and	  into	  the	  demise	  of	  the	  bel	  canto	  soprano.	  
Writing	  from	  the	  vantage	  point	  of	  the	  mid-­‐1860s,	  Serov	  articulates	  the	  by	  then	  
widely	  held	  opinion	  that	  coloratura	  was	  distasteful	  and	  rarely	  served	  the	  needs	  of	  
the	  drama;	  rather,	  he	  suggests,	  the	  drama	  here	  (to	  its	  own	  detriment)	  becomes	  
subordinate	  to	  the	  need	  for	  virtuosic	  display.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14	  Aleksandr	  Serov,	  “Ruslan	  i	  ruslanisty”	  in	  Izbrannye	  stat’i	  vol.	  1,	  ed.	  G.N.	  Khubov	  (Moscow:	  
Gosudarstvennoe	  Muzykal’noe	  Izdatel’stvo,	  1950).	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As	  we	  will	  see,	  the	  Russian	  bel	  canto	  style	  did	  not	  disappear	  after	  Ruslan	  i	  
Lyudmila.	  Although	  it	  has	  faded	  into	  oblivion	  for	  modern	  audiences,	  it	  in	  fact	  
persisted	  with	  certain	  modifications	  into	  the	  1860s	  and	  would	  continue	  to	  influence	  
soprano	  vocality	  all	  the	  way	  up	  to	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century.	  However,	  it	  never	  lost	  its	  
connotation	  of	  foreignness,	  and	  the	  critics	  who	  shaped	  the	  legacy	  of	  these	  roles	  
actively	  promoted	  other	  vocal	  styles	  that	  were	  more	  in	  keeping	  with	  their	  
nationalist	  agenda.	  In	  1842	  the	  way	  forward	  for	  sopranos	  seemed	  to	  lie	  not	  with	  the	  
Italianate	  Lyudmila	  but	  with	  a	  secondary	  character	  in	  the	  same	  opera,	  the	  odalisque	  
Gorislava,	  the	  Russian	  captive	  of	  the	  mildly	  villainous	  Ratmir	  who	  has	  abandoned	  
her	  in	  order	  to	  court	  Lyudmila.	  The	  character	  confused	  many	  onlookers	  because	  she	  
had	  no	  counterpart	  in	  the	  source	  text,	  Pushkin’s	  well-­‐known	  poem	  of	  the	  same	  
name.	  In	  general,	  her	  presence	  in	  the	  story	  seemed	  dramatically	  unmotivated:	  Serov	  
complains	  that	  all	  she	  does	  is	  provide	  an	  extra	  high	  voice	  for	  ensembles,	  elicit	  the	  
“epicurean	  outbursts”	  of	  her	  colorful	  captor,	  and	  provide	  an	  excuse	  for	  a	  ballet-­‐
divertissement	  of	  “seductive	  maidens.”	  But	  he	  gushes	  over	  her	  music:	  “In	  the	  justly	  
famous	  cavatina	  ‘Любви	  роскошная	  звезда,’	  the	  Russian	  style	  comes	  through	  much	  
more	  fully	  and	  clearly	  than	  in	  anything	  Lyudmila	  sings.	  From	  a	  musical	  standpoint,	  
Gorislava	  is	  far	  more	  interesting	  than	  the	  heroine	  herself…”15	  
Gorislava,	  then,	  is	  musically	  Russian	  in	  a	  way	  that	  Lyudmila	  is	  not—or	  at	  
least	  was	  considered	  so	  by	  the	  1860s.16	  Notably,	  she	  has	  no	  cabaletta	  to	  show	  off	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15	  Ibid.,	  230.	  
	  
16	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  has	  written	  the	  definitive	  study	  of	  nationalism	  in	  Russian	  music.	  More	  
often	  than	  not,	  this	  nationalism	  was	  constructed	  retrospectively	  as	  commentators	  sought	  the	  roots	  of	  
their	  own	  ideologies	  in	  the	  artworks	  of	  the	  past.	  She	  too	  comments	  on	  Gorislava’s	  perceived	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coloratura	  ability.	  Serov	  associates	  Russianness	  not	  with	  virtuosity	  but	  with	  the	  




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Russianness.	  See	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  Russian	  Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  Glinka	  to	  Stalin	  (New	  
Haven	  and	  London:	  Yale	  University	  Press,	  2007),	  116.	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Fig.	  2,	  Gorislava’s	  Act	  III	  cavatina	  “Любви	  роскошная	  звезда”	  (“Brilliant	  star	  
of	  love”)	  
	  
We	  admired	  her	  loving,	  womanly,	  tender,	  passionate	  soul,	  we	  admired	  this	  character	  of	  Slavic,	  
Russian	  womanhood.	  In	  Antonida	  there	  is	  only	  a	  weak	  hint	  of	  it….Glinka	  always	  understood	  with	  
amazing	  artistry	  the	  subtle	  feature	  that	  differentiates	  strongly	  passionate,	  dramatic	  ‘singing’	  from	  
‘spoken,’	  ‘recitative-­‐like’	  declamation….The	  dramatic	  truth	  [of	  Gorislava’s	  words	  ‘Ревнивый	  
пламень	  затая’	  etc.]	  permits	  what	  is	  called	  a	  tragic	  ‘whisper’—it	  almost	  demands	  that	  effect.17	  
	  
Whatever	  his	  other	  complaints	  about	  the	  role,	  Serov	  does	  see	  her	  and	  her	  vocal	  style	  
as	  a	  believable	  representation	  of	  Russianness	  and	  “Russian	  womanhood.”	  	  
	   What	  character	  traits	  make	  the	  abject	  victim	  Gorislava	  and	  not	  the	  sprightly	  
Lyudmila	  a	  supposedly	  authentic	  Russian	  woman,	  and	  why	  did	  Serov	  associate	  
those	  traits	  with	  this	  particular	  blend	  of	  declamation	  and	  lyricism	  that	  would	  prove	  
so	  influential	  for	  later	  soprano	  vocality?	  Gorislava	  is	  “tender”	  and	  “passionate”	  in	  
contrast	  to	  the	  vivacious,	  virginal	  Lyudmila.	  Her	  arias	  express	  sorrow	  instead	  of	  
effervescence.	  Most	  tellingly	  of	  all,	  she	  accepts	  captivity	  and	  ill	  use,	  loves	  her	  captor	  
in	  spite	  of	  or	  perhaps	  because	  of	  it,	  and	  actively	  seeks	  to	  win	  him	  back	  when	  he	  
grows	  tired	  of	  her.	  In	  short,	  Gorislava	  is	  a	  masochist.	  	  
	   Foreigners	  and	  Russians	  alike	  have	  long	  noted	  the	  undercurrent	  of	  fatalism	  
and	  resignation	  in	  Russian	  culture,	  as	  well	  as	  Russians’	  seemingly	  infinite	  capacity	  
to	  bear	  suffering.	  (“Every	  queue,	  every	  shortage	  shows	  our	  society’s	  disrespect	  for	  
itself,”	  fumed	  the	  Soviet	  poet	  Yevtushenko,	  implying	  that	  Russians	  put	  up	  with	  poor	  
treatment	  because	  they	  subliminally	  feel	  that	  they	  deserve	  no	  better.)18	  This	  
mentality	  is	  often	  explained	  as	  the	  outgrowth	  of	  centuries	  of	  political	  oppression:	  if	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  Serov,	  “Vospominaniya	  o	  Mikhaile	  Ivanoviche	  Glinke”	  in	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  
ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955),	  82.	  
	  
18	  Quoted	  in	  Daniel	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere,	  The	  Slave	  Soul	  of	  Russia:	  Moral	  Masochism	  and	  the	  Cult	  of	  
Suffering	  (New	  York:	  New	  York	  University	  Press,	  1995),	  61.	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assertive	  actions	  such	  as	  revolution	  simply	  result	  in	  failure	  and	  ever	  harsher	  
governmental	  crackdown,	  eventually	  most	  people	  will	  stop	  trying	  to	  change	  their	  
situation	  and	  simply	  accept	  it.	  Although	  this	  explanation	  has	  merit,	  it	  ascribes	  too	  
much	  responsibility	  to	  the	  state	  and	  not	  enough	  to	  the	  myriad	  cultural	  forces	  which	  
combine	  to	  form	  worldviews.	  In	  his	  controversial	  interdisciplinary	  study	  The	  Slave	  
Soul	  of	  Russia:	  Moral	  Masochism	  and	  the	  Cult	  of	  Suffering,	  Daniel	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere	  
points	  to	  several	  institutions	  and	  groups	  that	  historically	  promoted	  this	  attitude	  of	  
self-­‐sacrifice,	  including	  the	  Russian	  Orthodox	  Church,	  the	  nineteenth-­‐century	  
Slavophiles,	  and	  even	  in	  some	  cases	  the	  politically	  radical	  intelligentsia.	  All	  of	  these	  
groups	  exerted	  an	  influence	  on	  opera.	  	  
	   What	  is	  immediately	  relevant	  for	  the	  purpose	  of	  isolating	  the	  nature	  of	  
Gorislava’s	  “Russian	  womanhood”	  is	  that	  masochism	  is	  in	  many	  cases	  a	  gendered	  
phenomenon:	  following	  Freud,	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere	  argues	  that	  because	  women	  have	  
less	  power	  than	  men,	  they	  generally	  have	  lower	  self-­‐esteem,	  which	  means	  that	  when	  
they	  are	  unhappy	  in	  a	  given	  situation	  they	  “tend	  to	  direct	  feelings	  inward	  and	  to	  
blame	  themselves	  (whereas	  men	  tend	  to	  direct	  feelings	  outward	  and	  blame	  
others).”19	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere’s	  reviewers	  noted	  the	  potentially	  incendiary	  nature	  
of	  this	  claim:	  Adele	  Barker	  observes	  that	  “Feminists…will	  undoubtedly	  take	  issue	  
with	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere’s	  analysis	  of	  wife	  beating	  in	  peasant	  Russia	  and	  why	  
women	  tolerated	  it.”	  She	  and	  other	  reviewers	  express	  concern	  that	  Rancour-­‐
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere,	  104.	  I	  think	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere	  has	  correctly	  diagnosed	  masochism	  as	  a	  
significant	  feature	  of	  social	  life	  in	  Russia,	  but	  I	  share	  other	  reviewers’	  reservations	  about	  the	  book’s	  
narrowly	  psychoanalytic	  approach.	  For	  a	  critique	  of	  this	  method,	  see	  Thomas	  Newlin’s	  review	  of	  
Rancour-­‐Laferriere	  in	  The	  Slavic	  and	  Eastern	  European	  Journal,	  vol.	  41,	  no.	  2	  (Summer,	  1997),	  366-­‐
68.	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Laferriere	  risks	  blaming	  the	  victim	  or	  generalizing	  about	  “so-­‐called	  national	  
characteristics,”	  but	  many	  agree	  that	  moral	  masochism,	  defined	  as	  the	  unconscious	  
tendency	  to	  seek	  out	  opportunities	  for	  suffering,	  humiliation,	  and	  defeat,	  was	  and	  is	  
a	  significant	  phenomenon	  in	  Russia.20	  	  
Nineteenth-­‐century	  moral	  masochism	  was	  by	  no	  means	  limited	  to	  Russian	  
women	  (or	  to	  women	  in	  general,	  for	  that	  matter),	  but	  they	  were	  especially	  
vulnerable	  to	  it	  because	  of	  the	  particular	  type	  of	  power	  asymmetry	  between	  the	  
sexes	  in	  Russia.	  Women	  did	  not	  have	  the	  legal	  right	  to	  work	  outside	  the	  home,	  study,	  
or	  travel	  without	  their	  husbands’,	  or,	  if	  they	  were	  unmarried,	  their	  fathers’	  
permission.	  In	  this	  respect	  they	  had	  less	  power	  than	  their	  Western	  European	  
counterparts,	  who	  suffered	  similar	  legal	  restrictions	  but	  had	  more	  de	  facto	  mobility	  
because	  of	  a	  salon	  culture	  that	  celebrated	  education	  and	  active	  social	  lives	  for	  upper	  
class	  women,	  and	  because	  of	  economic	  growth	  that	  created	  a	  high	  (and	  therefore	  
less	  discriminating)	  demand	  for	  workers.21	  Thus	  the	  average	  Russian	  woman	  had	  
little	  opportunity	  to	  develop	  a	  sense	  of	  worth	  or	  independence	  or	  even	  a	  sense	  of	  
her	  own	  “self”	  as	  a	  social	  entity	  separate	  from	  her	  male	  relatives.	  Accordingly,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20	  Adele	  Barker,	  Review	  of	  Rancour-­‐Laferriere.	  Slavic	  Review,	  vol.	  55,	  no.	  1	  (Spring,	  1996),	  214-­‐15.	  
	  
21	  The	  assumption	  that	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  women	  had	  fewer	  legal	  rights	  than	  women	  
elsewhere	  in	  Europe	  is	  largely	  false.	  Russian	  women	  in	  fact	  had	  stronger	  property	  rights	  than	  their	  
Western	  counterparts,	  and	  most	  other	  European	  legal	  codes	  of	  the	  first	  half	  of	  the	  century	  had	  
provisions	  that	  severely	  limited	  women’s	  presence	  in	  the	  public	  sphere.	  However,	  in	  practice	  
Western	  European	  women	  had	  more	  mobility	  outside	  the	  home	  because	  of	  economic	  growth,	  the	  
disintegration	  of	  class	  distinctions,	  and	  the	  French	  salon	  culture	  which	  promoted	  unconventionality	  
in	  thought	  and	  lifestyle.	  Although	  Catherine	  the	  Great	  and	  other	  progressive	  monarchs	  had	  brought	  
salon	  culture	  to	  Russia	  in	  the	  eighteenth	  century,	  the	  early	  nineteenth	  century	  saw	  a	  revival	  of	  
conservative	  thought	  and	  a	  move	  away	  from	  the	  fascination	  with	  the	  witty,	  flippant	  salon	  lady	  
towards	  a	  more	  serious,	  dutiful,	  self-­‐sacrificial	  ideal.	  See	  Richard	  Stites,	  “Women	  and	  the	  Russian	  
Tradition,”	  in	  The	  Women’s	  Liberation	  Movement	  in	  Russia:	  Feminism,	  Nihilism,	  and	  Bolshevism,	  1860-­‐
1930,	  2nd	  ed	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1991),	  3-­‐25.	  I	  believe	  that	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudumila	  
employs	  these	  archetypes	  in	  the	  characters	  of	  Lyudmila	  and	  Gorislava,	  and	  that	  the	  more	  positive	  
reception	  of	  Gorislava	  reflects	  the	  resurrection	  of	  more	  conservative	  values.	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Gorislava	  does	  not	  blame	  Ratmir	  for	  his	  misdeeds	  and	  inattentiveness;	  instead,	  she	  
loves	  him	  unconditionally	  and	  feels	  that	  her	  place	  is	  with	  him	  no	  matter	  how	  he	  
treats	  her.	  Her	  abjectness,	  her	  acceptance	  of	  her	  status	  as	  a	  slave	  (in	  contrast	  to	  
Lyudmila,	  who	  is	  assertive,	  if	  farcically	  so),	  and	  her	  utter	  indifference	  to	  central	  
tenets	  of	  Western	  Enlightenment	  humanism	  such	  as	  equality	  and	  autonomy	  are	  
traits	  that	  marked	  her	  for	  Serov	  as	  an	  authentic	  Russian	  woman.	  Although	  such	  a	  
degree	  of	  self-­‐abasement	  must	  be	  considered	  hyperbolic	  rather	  than	  indicative	  of	  
how	  Russian	  women	  were	  actually	  expected	  to	  behave,	  later	  heroines	  (and	  some	  
heroes)	  continue	  to	  display	  a	  strong	  tendency	  toward	  self-­‐sacrifice	  and	  the	  belief	  
that	  they	  unconditionally	  “belong”	  to	  their	  spouse	  or	  social	  group.	  In	  particular,	  
Tatyana	  from	  Yevgeni	  Onegin	  would	  emerge	  as	  a	  toned-­‐down,	  gentrified	  version	  of	  
Gorislava.22	  	  
	   Two	  other	  traits	  which	  are	  closely	  related	  to	  Gorislava’s	  submissiveness	  and	  
lack	  of	  power	  and	  which	  would	  typify	  the	  next	  generation	  of	  heroines,	  both	  soprano	  
and	  mezzo,	  are	  her	  sexual	  exploitation	  and	  her	  grief	  at	  being	  subsequently	  
abandoned.	  Antonida	  and	  Lyudmila,	  as	  well	  as	  many	  of	  their	  Italian	  bel	  canto	  
forbears	  such	  as	  Rosina,	  are	  understood	  to	  be	  virgins.	  Most	  later	  heroines	  of	  Russian	  
opera	  are	  not,	  at	  least	  by	  the	  fourth	  act.	  Gorislava	  is	  the	  prototype	  of	  the	  suffering	  
fallen	  woman	  who	  would	  figure	  so	  prominently	  in	  the	  works	  of	  Serov,	  
Dargomyzhsky,	  and	  Chaikovsky.23	  Ingénues,	  even	  (or	  especially)	  spunky	  ones	  like	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22	  Many	  commentators	  have	  noted	  the	  similarity	  of	  Gorislava’s	  and	  Tatyana’s	  singing	  styles.	  See	  
Frolova-­‐Walker,	  116.	  
	  
23	  The	  fallen	  woman	  is	  also,	  of	  course,	  a	  staple	  of	  mid-­‐	  to	  late-­‐nineteenth-­‐century	  novels	  in	  Russia	  as	  
elsewhere	  in	  Europe.	  See	  Crime	  and	  Punishment,	  The	  Idiot,	  Anna	  Karenina,	  and	  The	  Brothers	  
Karamazov.	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Lyudmila,	  were	  perhaps	  seen	  as	  uninteresting	  because,	  being	  inexperienced,	  they	  
had	  not	  suffered	  enough.	  For	  example,	  while	  Serov	  professes	  to	  be	  quite	  moved	  by	  
Gorislava’s	  Act	  III	  lament	  about	  being	  abandoned	  by	  Ratmir,	  he	  finds	  Lyudmila’s	  Act	  
IV	  lament	  at	  being	  deprived	  of	  Ruslan	  boring:	  “Now	  come	  the	  petulant,	  theatrical	  
complaints	  about	  her	  bitter	  fate,	  her	  separation	  from	  her	  dear	  knight	  and	  so	  on	  that	  
aren’t	  interesting	  to	  anybody…”24	  This	  double	  standard	  presumably	  derives	  from	  a	  
perception	  that	  Gorislava’s	  grief	  is	  emotionally	  authentic	  because	  of	  what	  she	  has	  
lived	  through,	  while	  Lyudmila	  is	  a	  “petulant	  prima	  donna	  of	  tritely	  melodramatic	  
escapades”	  who	  will	  be	  rescued	  by	  Ruslan	  before	  she	  can	  suffer	  anything	  more	  than	  
a	  temporary	  inconvenience.	  Gorislava’s	  very	  name,	  which	  derives	  from	  the	  word	  
горе	  (gore,	  woe),	  proclaims	  her	  as	  a	  sufferer,	  a	  “Woeful	  Slav.”	  The	  authentic	  Russian	  
woman	  is	  one	  who	  suffers,	  and	  she	  achieves	  her	  victory	  through	  suffering:	  
Gorislava’s	  slavish	  devotion	  ultimately	  reignites	  Ratmir’s	  love	  and	  improbably	  
transforms	  him	  from	  Ruslan’s	  enemy	  to	  his	  loyal	  friend.	  	  
	   Yet,	  as	  with	  all	  beliefs	  about	  musical	  Russianness,	  this	  one	  was	  based	  partly	  
on	  preexisting	  foreign	  models.	  Serov	  compares	  Gorislava	  to	  Goethe’s	  Gretchen:	  “The	  
full	  embodiment	  of	  this	  character	  [of	  Russian	  womanhood],	  perhaps	  more	  vividly	  
than	  in	  Gorislava,	  appeared	  in	  Glinka’s	  later	  work	  in	  the	  unparalleled	  romans	  
‘Margarita’”	  (1847).25	  The	  lyrics	  of	  this	  song	  are	  those	  of	  Goethe’s	  in	  translation	  (the	  
same	  ones	  used	  by	  Schubert	  in	  Gretchen	  am	  Spinnrade),	  but	  for	  Serov	  it	  nonetheless	  
has	  a	  “purely	  Slavic	  character,”	  with	  long	  lyrical	  lines	  and	  occasional	  melodic	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24	  “Ruslan	  i	  ruslanisty,”	  222.	  
	  
25	  Vospominaniya,	  82.	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declamation	  in	  the	  vein	  of	  Gorislava’s	  cavatina.26	  Gretchen/Margarita	  is,	  of	  course,	  
the	  archetypal	  suffering	  fallen	  woman	  of	  Romantic	  discourse	  whose	  love	  redeems	  a	  
man,	  just	  as	  Gorislava’s	  love	  redeems	  Ratmir.	  Midcentury	  interpretations	  of	  
Gretchen	  emphasize	  her	  worship	  of	  the	  intellectually	  superior	  Faust,	  her	  reflective	  
grief	  at	  her	  abandonment,	  her	  knowledge	  that	  she	  has	  been	  ill	  used,	  and	  her	  
determination	  to	  go	  on	  loving	  him	  anyway;	  in	  short,	  her	  masochism.	  This	  quality	  is	  
precisely	  what	  lends	  her	  pathos	  and	  makes	  her	  compelling.	  As	  the	  culmination	  of	  an	  
essay	  on	  abandoned	  women,	  including	  Gretchen,	  Kierkegaard	  writes:	  “Should	  we	  
wish	  them	  their	  loss	  restored?	  Would	  that	  be	  a	  gain	  for	  them?	  Have	  they	  not	  already	  
received	  a	  higher	  consecration?”27	  Women	  are	  ennobled,	  and	  ennoble	  men,	  through	  
their	  suffering	  and	  self-­‐sacrifice.	  This	  idea	  seems	  to	  have	  been	  universally	  appealing	  
throughout	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Europe	  and	  is	  duly	  reflected	  in	  the	  soprano	  
repertoire.	  Yet,	  as	  Marina	  Poplavskaya	  suggests	  in	  the	  epigraph	  of	  this	  chapter,	  most	  
of	  the	  characters	  of	  other	  voice-­‐types	  also	  join	  in	  the	  cult	  of	  suffering	  that	  pervades	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  opera.28	  	  
	   In	  hindsight,	  Gorislava	  seems	  to	  be	  a	  prototype	  in	  both	  character	  and	  vocality	  
for	  later	  soprano	  roles.	  But	  this	  was	  far	  from	  obvious	  in	  1842.	  The	  character	  seemed	  
random	  and	  out	  of	  place,	  and	  however	  moving	  her	  music	  might	  be,	  a	  lovelorn	  
odalisque	  could	  not	  be	  a	  model	  for	  future	  Russian	  heroines	  without	  serious	  
modification.	  As	  a	  secondary	  character	  she	  allowed	  for	  exploration	  of	  alternative	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26	  Ibid.,	  100.	  
	  
27	  See	  Søren	  Kierkegaard’s	  “Shadowgraphs”	  from	  Either/Or,	  ed.	  Victor	  Eremita	  and	  trans.	  Alastair	  
Hanney	  (London:	  Penguin,	  1992),	  208.	  
	  
28	  Poplavskaya’s	  remark	  which	  is	  cited	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  the	  chapter	  was	  a	  reference	  to	  the	  mostly	  
non-­‐Russian	  operas	  that	  she	  performs	  in	  now,	  but	  it	  is	  even	  more	  apposite	  for	  the	  Russian	  repertoire.	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styles	  (thereby	  adumbrating	  the	  increasingly	  important	  role	  of	  the	  Other	  in	  stylistic	  
innovation),	  but	  this	  does	  not	  mean	  that	  lead	  sopranos	  were	  henceforth	  exempt	  
from	  bel	  canto	  demands.	  Furthermore,	  Emilia	  Lileyeva,	  the	  first	  performer	  of	  the	  
role,	  was	  a	  young	  and	  inexperienced	  singer	  who	  apparently	  did	  not	  put	  much	  of	  a	  
personal	  stamp	  on	  it.	  She	  matured	  into	  a	  very	  successful	  performer	  of	  light	  soprano	  
roles	  such	  as	  Zerline	  (Fra	  Diavolo),	  Adina	  (L’elisir	  d’amore),	  and	  Ännchen	  (Der	  
Freischütz)	  as	  well	  as	  the	  creator	  of	  secondary	  roles	  that	  reveal	  the	  persistence	  of	  
coloratura	  appeal	  into	  the	  1850s,	  including	  Olga	  (Dargomyzhsky’s	  Rusalka).29	  To	  
modern	  ears,	  the	  more	  streamlined	  vocal	  style	  of	  Gorislava	  does	  not	  seem	  to	  be	  a	  
natural	  fit	  for	  such	  a	  voice,	  though	  light	  sopranos	  (as	  well	  as	  more	  dramatic	  ones)	  
continued	  to	  be	  cast	  in	  the	  part	  all	  the	  way	  up	  to	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century.	  
Consequently,	  a	  consistent	  performance	  tradition	  never	  coalesced	  around	  the	  role.	  
Even	  if	  Serov	  divined	  the	  beginning	  of	  a	  radically	  new	  vocal	  style	  in	  her	  music,	  most	  
directors	  and	  conductors	  throughout	  the	  century	  evidently	  did	  not	  associate	  
Gorislava	  with	  a	  particular	  “sound.”	  	  
	  
The	  Death	  of	  the	  Ingénue 
The	  desired	  development	  of	  a	  new,	  authentically	  Russian	  soprano	  sound	  was	  slow	  
because	  Russian	  opera	  companies	  at	  midcentury	  faced	  major	  setbacks	  stemming	  
from	  Nicholas	  I’s	  indifference	  to	  them	  and	  his	  decision	  to	  establish	  and	  generously	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29	  Pruzhansky,	  “Lileyeva,	  Emilia	  Avgustinovna,”	  Otechestvennye	  pevtsy,	  1750-­‐1917:	  Slovar’,	  vol.	  1	  
(Moscow:	  Sovyetski	  kompozitor,	  1991),	  281.	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subsidize	  a	  St.	  Petersburg	  Italian	  opera	  company	  instead.30	  While	  audiences	  eagerly	  
lapped	  up	  the	  latest	  sensations	  by	  Donizetti,	  Verdi,	  and	  Meyerbeer	  (in	  Italian	  
translation),	  no	  internationally	  famous	  operas	  came	  out	  of	  Russia	  at	  this	  time.	  Yet	  it	  
would	  be	  unfair	  to	  pin	  the	  blame	  entirely	  on	  tsarist	  policies.	  Russian	  opera	  of	  the	  
1840s	  and	  50s	  was	  also	  facing	  a	  crossroads	  in	  vocality	  which	  mirrored	  and	  
amplified	  the	  pan-­‐European	  problem	  of	  the	  decline	  of	  bel	  canto.	  By	  1840	  coloratura	  
was	  beginning	  to	  have	  the	  connotation	  of	  a	  special	  effect,	  something	  to	  be	  reserved	  
for	  unusual	  situations	  such	  as	  mad	  scenes	  rather	  than	  used	  as	  part	  of	  a	  character’s	  
general	  syntax.31	  (This	  likely	  accounts	  in	  part	  for	  the	  cool	  reception	  of	  Lyudmila.)	  
Bel	  canto	  continued	  to	  lose	  prestige	  throughout	  the	  next	  two	  decades	  as	  ingénues	  
gave	  way	  to	  unwed	  mothers,	  widows,	  and	  other	  more	  experienced	  characters.	  No	  
voice	  type	  was	  harder	  hit	  by	  this	  shift	  than	  sopranos,	  and	  no	  syntax	  immediately	  
presented	  itself	  as	  a	  replacement.	  The	  1840s	  and	  50s	  were	  thus	  a	  time	  of	  fumbling	  
toward	  a	  new	  vocal	  style	  and	  a	  new	  kind	  of	  character.	  Ultimately,	  the	  broad	  trend	  
toward	  more	  streamlined,	  forceful	  soprano	  singing	  would	  dominate	  in	  Russia	  as	  
well,	  but	  for	  the	  moment	  operas	  reflected	  the	  general	  instability	  of	  singing	  style	  in	  
the	  inconsistency	  of	  their	  vocal	  demands	  and	  the	  contradictory,	  even	  dualistic,	  
characters	  of	  their	  soprano	  heroines.	  	  
	   The	  role	  that	  best	  exemplifies	  this	  crisis	  is	  the	  title	  character	  of	  
Dargomyzhsky’s	  Rusalka	  (1856).	  Like	  her	  balletic	  cousin	  Giselle,	  she	  starts	  out	  as	  a	  
human	  woman	  of	  humble	  origins	  but	  commits	  suicide	  over	  an	  unhappy	  love	  affair	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30	  This	  occurred	  in	  1844.	  Warrack,	  205.	  
	  
31	  See	  Sean	  Parr,	  “Introduction,”	  in	  Melismatic	  Madness:	  Coloratura	  and	  Female	  Vocality	  in	  Mid	  
Nineteenth-­‐Century	  French	  and	  Italian	  Opera,	  PhD	  diss	  (Columbia	  University,	  2009),	  1-­‐22.	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with	  a	  nobleman	  and	  becomes	  a	  powerful	  supernatural	  being	  (a	  rusalka,	  a	  water	  
sprite	  similar	  to	  a	  mermaid	  or	  a	  siren)	  whose	  role	  in	  the	  cosmic	  order	  of	  things	  is	  to	  
avenge	  women	  who	  have	  been	  abandoned	  by	  their	  lovers.	  Inna	  Naroditskaya	  has	  
written	  extensively	  about	  the	  role’s	  vocal	  and	  dramatic	  difficulties,	  which	  arise	  out	  
of	  the	  antithetical	  characterizations	  of	  the	  heroine	  as	  first	  a	  vulnerable	  peasant	  girl,	  
Natasha,	  and	  then	  a	  merciless	  fairy	  queen,	  Rusalka.32	  While	  the	  ballet	  Giselle	  stresses	  
the	  continuity	  of	  the	  title	  character’s	  tenderhearted	  personality	  from	  her	  human	  
form	  to	  her	  magical	  one,	  Rusalka	  creates	  not	  an	  integrated	  character	  but	  a	  
fragmented,	  contradictory	  one	  which	  initially	  bemused	  audiences.	  Though	  full	  of	  
praise	  for	  the	  tenor	  and	  bass	  roles	  and	  the	  overall	  “Russianness”	  of	  the	  work,	  Serov	  
expresses	  reservations	  about	  the	  title	  character	  in	  both	  her	  human	  and	  inhuman	  
forms:	  her	  music	  towards	  the	  end	  of	  Act	  I	  has	  
all	  the	  tenderness	  [нежность]	  of	  a	  deeply	  loving	  soul,	  all	  the	  elusive	  shades	  of	  female	  emotion….It	  is	  
profoundly	  imbued	  with	  tender	  passion	  and	  sincere	  feeling.	  But	  as	  far	  as	  local	  character	  and	  the	  
inherent	  simplicity	  of	  a	  Russian	  peasant	  girl	  (even	  idealized)	  are	  concerned,	  one	  can	  still	  find	  in	  the	  
outline	  of	  the	  melody	  a	  certain	  aristocratism,	  a	  certain	  refinement,	  something	  that	  at	  times	  recalls	  not	  
our	  music	  but	  French	  music…33	  
	  
Later	  commentators	  such	  as	  Stravinsky	  and	  Taruskin	  have	  tended	  to	  hear	  her	  music	  
as	  Italianate,	  not	  French;34	  Serov	  took	  great	  pains	  to	  distance	  the	  opera	  from	  the	  
Italian	  school,	  which	  he	  despised	  at	  this	  point	  in	  his	  career.	  Regardless,	  he	  is	  clearly	  
objecting	  to	  the	  (mildly)	  virtuosic	  passages	  that	  recall	  both	  bel	  canto	  and	  grand	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32	  Inna	  Naroditskaya,	  “Russian	  Rusalkas	  and	  Nationalism:	  Water,	  Power,	  and	  Women,”	  in	  Music	  of	  the	  
Sirens,	  ed.	  Linda	  Phyllis	  Austern	  and	  Inna	  Naroditskaya	  (Bloomington:	  Indiana	  University	  Press,	  
2006),	  216-­‐41.	  
	  
33	  Serov,	  “Rusalka.	  Opera	  A.	  S.	  Dargomyzhskogo”	  in	  Izbrannye	  stat’i,	  vol.	  1	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1950),	  
295.	  	  
	  
34	  Taruskin,	  “Rusalka	  (ii),”	  The	  New	  Grove	  Dictionary	  of	  Opera,	  ed.	  Stanley	  Sadie,	  Grove	  Music	  Online,	  
Oxford	  Music	  Online	  (Oxford	  University	  Press),	  Web,	  3	  Oct.	  2013.	  
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O904368	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opéra’s	  appropriation	  of	  the	  bel	  canto	  tradition.	  This	  complaint	  gains	  force	  in	  Act	  II,	  
where	  the	  invisible	  Rusalka’s	  aria	  has	  “elegiac	  plaintiveness”	  but	  should	  have	  been	  
“a	  little	  less	  florid	  and	  more	  directly,	  clearly	  melodious”	  so	  that	  “from	  the	  very	  first	  
sound	  it	  would	  have	  irresistibly	  penetrated	  into	  the	  soul.”35	  	  
	   But	  it	  is	  the	  final	  aria	  in	  Act	  IV	  that,	  for	  Serov,	  posed	  the	  greatest	  problems	  
and	  simultaneously	  served	  as	  a	  harbinger	  of	  the	  future:	  it	  is	  
somewhat	  difficult	  in	  intonation	  and	  not	  particularly	  melodious,	  but	  very	  striking	  and	  on	  account	  of	  
its	  ardent,	  passionate,	  and	  at	  the	  same	  time	  proud	  character	  it	  suits	  its	  pathetic	  task.	  	  With	  the	  
indispensable	  stipulations	  of	  a	  strong	  mezzo-­‐soprano	  and	  a	  truly	  dramatic	  performance,	  this	  aria,	  in	  
which	  the	  queen	  of	  the	  rusalkas	  in	  the	  heat	  of	  passion	  expresses	  all	  her	  love	  for	  the	  prince	  as	  well	  as	  
her	  vengefulness,	  would	  be	  enchantingly	  magnificent	  [прекрасна].36	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35	  Serov,	  “Rusalka,”	  313.	  
	  
36	  Ibid.,	  332.	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Fig.	  3,	  excerpt	  from	  Rusalka’s	  Act	  IV	  cabaletta,	  “Давно	  желанный	  час	  настал”	  
(“The	  long-­‐desired	  hour	  has	  struck”)	  
	  
The	  music	  of	  the	  role	  lies	  somewhere	  between	  Lyudmila’s	  acrobatics,	  Gorislava’s	  
sustained	  lyricism,	  and	  a	  newer,	  more	  forceful	  style	  (particularly	  in	  the	  low	  notes);	  
it	  represents	  a	  turning	  point	  at	  which	  soprano	  heroines	  were	  still	  expected	  to	  
display	  virtuosic	  ability	  and	  express	  lyrical	  pathos	  but	  were	  also	  increasingly	  called	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upon	  to	  compete	  with	  the	  new	  breed	  of	  stentorian	  tenors.37	  In	  this	  respect,	  Rusalka	  
might	  be	  compared	  to	  Gounod’s	  Marguerite	  and	  Verdi’s	  Lady	  Macbeth,	  other	  
notoriously	  heterogeneous	  roles	  from	  the	  same	  period	  that	  both	  look	  back	  to	  the	  bel	  
canto	  tradition	  and	  anticipate	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  dramatic	  soprano	  (and,	  not	  
coincidentally,	  push	  or	  cross	  the	  boundaries	  of	  what	  at	  the	  time	  was	  considered	  
sympathetic	  behavior	  for	  a	  heroine).	  In	  Russia,	  the	  dramatic	  soprano	  would	  be	  an	  
alloy	  of	  soprano	  and	  mezzo.	  
	   This	  alloy	  was	  hard	  to	  find	  in	  the	  1850s.	  The	  first	  performer	  of	  Rusalka,	  the	  
soprano	  Anisya	  Bulakhova,	  who	  primarily	  sang	  light	  bel	  canto	  roles	  such	  as	  
Antonida,	  Lyudmila,	  Adina	  (L’elisir	  d’amore),	  and	  Elvira	  (I	  puritani),	  easily	  mastered	  
the	  role’s	  coloratura	  challenges	  but	  lacked	  the	  requisite	  power	  in	  the	  middle	  
register,	  and,	  like	  many	  midcentury	  sopranos,	  was	  reproached	  for	  her	  lack	  of	  
dramatic	  conviction.38	  Only	  with	  the	  arrival	  of	  the	  remarkable	  Yekaterina	  
Semyonova,	  who	  cut	  across	  all	  boundaries	  of	  voice-­‐type	  and	  sang	  coloratura,	  
dramatic	  soprano,	  and	  contralto	  roles,	  whose	  repertoire	  extended	  from	  Lyudmila	  to	  
Azucena,	  and	  who	  had	  developed	  an	  equally	  formidable	  reputation	  as	  a	  stage	  
actress,39	  were	  the	  critical	  tastemakers	  satisfied.	  A	  close	  friend	  of	  Dargomyzhsky,	  
she	  championed	  his	  work	  and	  was	  the	  main	  person	  responsible	  for	  the	  Moscow	  
Bolshoi	  premiere	  of	  Rusalka	  in	  the	  1858/59	  season,	  erasing	  memories	  of	  the	  subpar	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37	  Gilbert-­‐Louis	  Duprez,	  among	  others,	  inaugurated	  the	  tenor	  practice	  of	  singing	  high	  notes	  in	  the	  
forceful	  chest	  voice	  rather	  than	  the	  light	  head	  voice.	  This	  style	  became	  the	  norm	  after	  1840.	  See	  
Gregory	  W.	  Bloch,	  “The	  Pathological	  Voice	  of	  Gilbert-­‐Louis	  Duprez,”	  in	  “The	  Divo	  and	  the	  Danseur,”	  
Cambridge	  Opera	  Journal,	  vol.	  19,	  issue	  1	  (March,	  2007),	  117-­‐22.	  
	  
38	  Pruzhansky,	  “Bulakhova,	  Anisya	  Aleksandrovna,”	  vol.	  1,	  75.	  	  
	  
39	  Anatoly	  Altschuller,	  “Actors	  and	  Acting,	  1820-­‐1850”	  in	  A	  History	  of	  Russian	  Theatre,	  ed.	  Robert	  
Leach	  and	  Victor	  Borovsky	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1999).	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Bulakhova.40	  Serov	  emphasizes	  her	  acting	  ability	  and	  assertiveness	  that	  would	  point	  
the	  way	  to	  the	  next	  generation	  of	  heroines:	  “She	  has	  it	  all—great	  control	  over	  her	  
splendid	  voice,	  truth	  of	  intonation,	  self-­‐confidence,	  dramatic	  power…”41	  No	  light	  
soprano,	  her	  voice	  was	  “very	  ample	  [объемистый]	  and	  full.”42	  Her	  career	  is	  a	  
promising	  point	  of	  departure	  for	  future	  research.	  For	  now,	  it	  is	  clear	  that	  this	  
singer’s	  remarkable	  vocal	  technique	  and	  acting	  range	  allowed	  her	  to	  move	  freely	  
between	  boundaries	  and	  contribute	  to	  the	  process	  of	  redefining	  them.	  As	  we	  have	  
seen	  in	  the	  earlier	  chapters,	  vocal	  conventions	  evolved	  in	  tandem	  with	  
developments	  in	  acting	  style	  and	  were	  often	  dependent	  on	  them.	  In	  this	  respect	  
sopranos	  evolved	  more	  slowly	  than	  other	  voice	  types,	  for	  those	  who	  bear	  the	  heavy	  
burden	  of	  representing	  the	  good,	  the	  beautiful,	  and	  the	  ideal	  are	  less	  often	  permitted	  
to	  explore	  the	  peculiar,	  the	  deformed,	  the	  evil,	  or	  any	  other	  trait	  that	  might	  damage	  
their	  attractiveness	  as	  characters.43	  To	  a	  greater	  degree	  than	  mezzos,	  tenors,	  and	  
basses,	  who	  all	  took	  on	  roles	  of	  diverse	  ages	  and	  dramatic	  functions	  and	  could	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40	  Pekelis,	  Aleksandr	  Sergeevich	  Dargomyzhsky	  i	  ego	  okruzhenie,	  vol.	  2	  (Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  1973),	  331.	  	  
	  
41	  Serov	  in	  Syn	  otechestva,	  no.	  8,	  1856,	  p.	  112.	  The	  term	  “intonation”	  (intonatsia)	  in	  Russian	  musical	  
discourse	  is	  nebulous	  and	  encompasses	  both	  a	  singer’s	  pitch	  control	  and	  less	  tangible	  aspects	  of	  
expressive	  vocal	  coloring.	  The	  phrase	  “truth	  of	  intonation”	  may	  simply	  imply	  that	  Semyonova	  had	  
accurate	  pitch	  or,	  more	  likely,	  that	  she	  conveyed	  a	  dimension	  of	  expressive	  truth	  through	  her	  voice	  
alone,	  apart	  from	  the	  visual	  dimension	  of	  her	  acting.	  	  	  
	  
42	  Pekelis,	  332.	  
	  
43	  Here	  I	  draw	  on	  Barbara	  Heldt,	  Terrible	  Perfection:	  Women	  and	  Russian	  Literature	  (Bloomington:	  
Indiana	  University	  Press,	  1987).	  Heldt	  argues	  that	  the	  heroines	  of	  Russian	  fiction	  are	  essentially	  male	  
fantasies	  of	  mysterious,	  natural	  female	  perfection.	  These	  heroines,	  who	  are	  all	  the	  same,	  are	  put	  up	  
on	  a	  pedestal	  and	  confined	  there	  while	  the	  defective	  and	  highly	  individuated	  heroes	  undergo	  
interesting	  psychological	  development	  and	  self-­‐actualization.	  While	  I	  agree	  with	  later	  critics	  such	  as	  
Sona	  Stephan	  Hoisington	  who	  see	  this	  assessment	  as	  much	  too	  harsh,	  I	  think	  it	  has	  some	  validity	  for	  
sopranos	  insofar	  as	  they	  are	  confined	  to	  a	  smaller	  range	  of	  stock	  characters	  than	  other	  voice-­‐types,	  
and	  they	  are	  the	  only	  ones	  who	  are	  almost	  always	  restricted	  to	  being	  “good.”	  But	  this	  certainly	  does	  
not	  hold	  true	  for	  all	  female	  characters,	  as	  we	  shall	  see	  in	  the	  chapter	  on	  mezzos.	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plausibly	  play	  both	  good	  and	  evil	  characters,	  sopranos	  were	  expected	  to	  embody	  
one	  particular	  type	  of	  character—an	  ideal	  of	  youth,	  beauty,	  and	  goodness.	  
	   Yet,	  as	  we	  are	  beginning	  to	  see,	  that	  ideal	  did	  not	  remain	  constant	  over	  time,	  
and	  with	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  “woman	  question”	  in	  the	  public	  discourse	  of	  the	  1860s	  the	  
nature	  of	  the	  Russian	  soprano	  ideal	  would	  increasingly	  become	  a	  focus	  of	  
controversy.	  The	  bifurcated	  and	  (for	  some)	  unconvincing	  characterization	  of	  
Rusalka	  as	  first	  a	  fragile,	  human	  bel	  canto	  victim	  and	  then	  a	  forceful,	  inhuman	  
dramatic-­‐soprano	  aggressor44	  metonymizes	  a	  larger	  aesthetic	  divide	  between	  so-­‐
called	  realistic	  opera,	  with	  its	  supposedly	  realistic	  heroines,	  and	  the	  dying	  (but	  soon	  
to	  be	  resurrected)	  fantastic	  opera,	  with	  its	  overtly	  idealized	  heroines.	  	  
The	  difficulty	  of	  the	  Act	  IV	  aria,	  by	  which	  point	  Natasha	  has	  become	  Rusalka,	  
represents	  the	  challenges	  of	  voicing	  the	  uncanny	  and	  especially	  the	  inhuman:	  how	  
does	  one	  use	  the	  human	  voice	  in	  such	  a	  way	  as	  to	  imply	  that	  its	  owner	  is	  non-­‐
human?	  Composers	  have	  generally	  addressed	  this	  dilemma	  by	  writing	  music	  that	  in	  
some	  way	  eschews	  the	  standard	  vocal	  techniques	  of	  the	  era	  and	  attempts	  something	  
novel.	  In	  Rusalka,	  the	  novelty	  lies	  in	  the	  way	  the	  fairy’s	  angular	  melodies	  and	  mezzo	  
range	  distort	  or	  parody	  her	  human	  forerunner’s	  bel	  canto	  soprano	  sweetness	  and	  
stretch	  the	  soprano	  voice	  to	  its	  limits.	  The	  inconsistency	  of	  the	  role’s	  vocal	  demands	  
attests	  to	  the	  difficulty	  of	  representing	  the	  supernatural.	  This	  problem	  would	  
become	  more	  acute	  as	  the	  supernatural	  played	  an	  increasingly	  prominent	  role	  in	  
operas	  of	  the	  1880s	  and	  90s.	  Like	  many	  problems,	  it	  would	  spur	  innovation.	  The	  
soprano	  as	  magical	  being	  is	  a	  topic	  to	  which	  I	  will	  return.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44	  Naroditskaya	  is	  unconvinced.	  See	  Naroditskaya,	  “Russian	  Rusalkas	  and	  Nationalism,”	  in	  Music	  of	  
the	  Sirens.	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   For	  the	  moment—the	  late	  1850s—voicing	  the	  uncanny	  was	  not	  a	  primary	  
concern	  for	  most	  composers.	  The	  rise	  of	  the	  realist	  school	  of	  literature,	  headed	  by	  
the	  critic	  Vissarion	  Belinsky,	  had	  affected	  even	  the	  most	  unrealistic	  of	  art	  forms;	  
Serov,	  the	  most	  successful	  opera	  composer	  of	  the	  1860s	  and	  to	  whose	  works	  we	  
shall	  turn	  next,	  believed	  that	  the	  supernatural	  had	  little	  place	  in	  opera.	  Instead,	  
opera	  was	  to	  depict	  historical,	  realistic	  subjects	  and	  vivid	  human	  emotions.	  45	  The	  
fully	  human	  heroines	  of	  these	  works	  had	  neither	  the	  bifurcated	  personality	  nor	  the	  
unsustainable	  bifurcated	  vocal	  style	  of	  Natasha/Rusalka.	  A	  choice	  had	  to	  be	  made	  
between	  the	  lighter	  sound	  of	  the	  vulnerable,	  human	  Natasha	  and	  the	  heavier	  sound	  
of	  the	  powerful,	  supernatural	  Rusalka.	  The	  heavier	  sound	  won	  out,	  but	  by	  a	  strange	  
alchemy	  its	  signification	  reversed	  and	  it	  became	  bonded	  in	  association	  with	  the	  
realistic	  human	  rather	  than	  the	  fantastic	  inhuman.	  	  
The	  slippage	  of	  these	  two	  soprano	  sounds	  between	  the	  real	  and	  the	  magical	  
suggests	  that	  in	  Russian	  opera	  the	  realistic	  and	  fantastic	  modes	  of	  discourse	  are	  
inextricably	  entwined.	  Supposedly	  escapist	  fairy-­‐tale	  operas	  reflected	  political	  and	  
social	  reality;	  conversely,	  many	  “realistic”	  operas	  hinted	  at	  an	  interstitial	  divine	  or	  
demonic	  presence	  through	  the	  incorporation	  of	  dreams	  and	  apparitions.	  The	  voice,	  
a	  product	  of	  the	  body	  that	  also	  seems	  to	  transcend	  the	  body,	  is	  the	  link	  in	  this	  
interplay	  between	  the	  material	  world	  of	  visible	  reality	  and	  the	  ideal	  world	  of	  the	  
imagination.	  The	  precise	  mediatory	  role	  it	  plays	  varies	  considerably	  across	  the	  
repertoire.	  For	  now,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  suggest	  that	  the	  post-­‐Rusalka	  reversal	  of	  the	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  Taruskin,	  “’This	  Way	  to	  the	  Future’:	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  Judith”	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connotation	  of	  the	  heavier	  sound	  reflects	  the	  growing	  realization	  that	  the	  depiction	  
of	  female	  power	  need	  no	  longer	  be	  confined	  to	  the	  realm	  of	  the	  fantastic;	  with	  the	  
rise	  of	  female	  political	  activism	  and	  visibility	  in	  the	  public	  sphere,	  the	  more	  
powerful	  heavy	  voice	  became	  a	  plausible	  vehicle	  for	  the	  characterization	  of	  realistic	  
women	  rather	  than	  overtly	  fantastic	  ones	  such	  as	  Rusalka.	  In	  the	  future,	  the	  “Other”	  
sound	  of	  the	  fantastic	  or	  inhuman	  woman	  would	  be	  that	  of	  the	  marginalized	  light	  
soprano	  (since	  the	  fantastic	  is	  always	  invoked	  through	  a	  poetics	  of	  the	  
marginalized).	  Her	  meaning	  would	  be	  very	  different	  from	  that	  of	  the	  nightmarish	  
Rusalka:	  she	  would	  represent	  the	  utopian	  and	  the	  divine	  rather	  than	  the	  hellish.	  
Judging	  by	  Serov’s	  description,	  the	  most	  striking	  thing	  about	  Rusalka	  was	  her	  
sheer	  force,	  her	  rejection	  of	  the	  conventionally	  beautiful	  in	  favor	  of	  the	  dramatic	  and	  
the	  sublime.	  Her	  last-­‐act	  ruthlessness	  seemed	  to	  point	  the	  way	  to	  a	  new	  kind	  of	  
heroine,	  the	  antithesis	  of	  the	  damsel	  in	  distress:	  the	  heroic	  avenger.	  Serov	  himself	  
would	  go	  on	  to	  create	  an	  even	  more	  heroic	  soprano	  protagonist:	  Judith,	  in	  his	  1863	  
opera	  of	  the	  same	  name.	  This	  character	  type,	  however,	  would	  prove	  as	  short-­‐lived	  
as	  the	  ingénue.	  The	  righteously	  vengeful	  heroine	  quickly	  morphed	  into	  a	  termagant	  
who	  undertook	  bold	  ventures	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  her	  own	  political	  ambitions	  rather	  than	  
for	  a	  nobler	  cause.	  	  
	  
	  
Heroic	  Sopranos,	  (Mezzo)	  Sopranos,	  and	  Politics:	  Judith,	  Rogneda,	  Marina	  
Judith,	  or	  rather	  Yudif’,	  is	  as	  vocally	  and	  dramatically	  monistic	  as	  Rusalka	  is	  
dualistic,	  her	  singing	  unrelentingly	  stentorian,	  her	  emotions	  “as	  blatantly	  civic	  as	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[Ivan]	  Susanin’s.”46	  Yet	  Taruskin’s	  dismissive	  quip	  suggests	  the	  interesting	  
possibility	  that	  sopranos	  had	  now	  encroached	  upon	  what	  until	  then	  had	  been	  the	  
territory	  of	  basses:	  political	  activism.	  We	  saw	  a	  first	  hint	  of	  this	  with	  Rusalka’s	  
takedown	  of	  her	  social	  superior,	  the	  Prince,	  but	  her	  agency	  is	  severely	  compromised	  
by	  the	  fact	  that	  it	  is	  her	  father	  who	  strikes	  the	  final	  blow.	  Here,	  however,	  as	  in	  the	  
biblical	  story,	  the	  soprano	  Yudif’	  kills	  the	  bass	  Olofern	  (Holofernes).	  	  
Critics	  did	  not	  find	  the	  heroine	  appealing.	  She	  was	  premiered	  by	  Valentina	  
Bianki,	  a	  singer	  with	  powerful	  voice,	  wide	  range	  and	  “German	  musicality”	  who	  
delighted	  the	  Wagner-­‐worshipping	  Serov,47	  but	  her	  “heroic-­‐dramatic	  image…was	  
inherently	  too	  affected	  and	  melodramatic”	  for	  critics.48	  They	  commented	  on	  her	  
“forced	  high	  notes	  of	  piercing	  timbre”	  and	  “howling	  phrasing.”	  Taruskin	  faults	  not	  
the	  singer	  but	  the	  score;49	  one	  might	  also	  speculate	  that	  for	  critics	  who	  were	  used	  to	  
hearing	  the	  soprano	  voice	  as	  a	  marker	  of	  vulnerability,	  as	  was	  the	  case	  with	  
Antonida	  and	  Gorislava,	  the	  concept	  of	  a	  murderous	  soprano	  protagonist	  seemed	  
inherently	  abrasive,	  melodramatic,	  and	  unbelievable.	  Though	  Serov	  was	  clearly	  
intrigued	  by	  the	  dramatic	  possibilities	  offered	  by	  Rusalka’s	  vengefulness	  and	  
explored	  them	  in	  two	  of	  his	  three	  operas	  (Yudif’	  and	  Rogneda),	  later	  operas	  backed	  
down	  from	  this	  apex	  of	  soprano	  aggressiveness.	  Instead,	  composers	  preferred	  to	  
depict	  soprano	  heroines	  who	  accomplished	  their	  goals	  in	  more	  benign	  ways.	  Female	  
murderous	  violence	  would	  henceforth	  be	  relegated	  to	  mezzos,	  whose	  more	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  Taruskin,	  “This	  Way	  to	  the	  Future,”	  52.	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  Ibid.,	  65.	  
	  
48	  Pruzhansky,	  “Bianki,	  Valentina	  L’vovna,”	  vol.	  1,	  59.	  
	  
49	  Taruskin,	  66.	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masculine	  sound	  could	  more	  plausibly	  represent	  women	  who	  engaged	  in	  typically	  
masculine	  forms	  of	  assertion.	  But	  before	  we	  address	  the	  next	  generation	  of	  gently	  
assertive	  heroines,	  let	  us	  see	  the	  exact	  point	  at	  which	  the	  ideal	  of	  the	  heroic	  soprano	  
crumbled.	  
In	  the	  quest	  for	  the	  ideal	  Russian	  soprano	  heroine,	  Yudif’	  was	  problematic	  on	  
both	  dramatic	  and	  vocal	  fronts	  because	  although	  her	  aggression	  was	  portrayed	  as	  
justified,	  she	  inevitably	  came	  off	  as	  something	  of	  a	  battleaxe,	  or	  at	  best	  (like	  many	  
heroic	  figures)	  someone	  admirable	  but	  not	  easy	  to	  relate	  to.	  The	  other	  problem,	  of	  
course,	  was	  that	  she	  was	  not	  Russian.	  The	  major	  realist-­‐historical	  operas	  of	  the	  
1860s	  and	  70s—Serov’s	  now-­‐forgotten	  but	  then-­‐popular	  Rogneda,	  Musorgsky’s	  
Boris	  Godunov,	  and	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  Pskovityanka—all	  had	  to	  deal	  with	  the	  issue	  
of	  how	  to	  integrate	  a	  soprano	  heroine	  not	  just	  into	  a	  political	  story,	  but	  a	  Russian	  
political	  story.	  Yudif’	  and	  later	  Chaikovsky’s	  Joan	  of	  Arc	  were	  all	  very	  well,	  but	  how	  
does	  one	  give	  agency	  to	  a	  female	  character	  in	  a	  political	  story	  set	  in	  Russia,	  where	  
prior	  to	  the	  Romanovs	  women	  played	  virtually	  no	  role	  in	  governance,	  and	  where	  
remarkable	  Romanov	  tsaritsas	  such	  as	  Catherine	  the	  Great	  were	  off	  limits	  to	  
composers	  because	  of	  censorship	  policies	  that	  forbade	  the	  depiction	  of	  Romanovs	  
onstage?	  Furthermore,	  even	  if	  one	  does	  manage	  to	  find	  a	  few	  politically	  ambitious	  
(and	  correspondingly	  unscrupulous)	  women	  in	  the	  dustbins	  of	  history,	  as	  Serov	  and	  
Musorgsky	  did,	  how	  does	  one	  avoid	  making	  them	  unattractively	  aggressive?	  As	  we	  
shall	  see,	  this	  challenge	  flummoxed	  all	  three	  composers	  and	  explains	  why	  there	  are	  
few	  soprano	  heroines	  of	  note	  in	  the	  realist-­‐political	  opera	  tradition	  that	  took	  center	  
stage	  in	  the	  1860s	  and	  70s.	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With	  Rogneda	  (1865)	  Serov	  attempted	  to	  capitalize	  on	  the	  success	  of	  Yudif’	  
and	  translate	  the	  latter’s	  high	  moral	  and	  religious	  purpose	  to	  a	  Russian	  context.	  The	  
title	  character	  bears	  a	  strong	  resemblance	  to	  Yudif’:	  she	  is	  a	  dramatic-­‐soprano	  
historical	  figure	  who	  attempts	  to	  kill	  an	  objectionable	  sleeping	  ruler	  (Vladimir	  I	  of	  
Kiev).	  But	  the	  twist	  which	  ultimately	  derails	  Rogneda	  both	  in	  the	  story	  and	  in	  her	  
potential	  role	  as	  model	  Russian	  political	  heroine	  is	  that	  the	  objectionable	  ruler	  
becomes	  the	  hero	  of	  the	  plot	  through	  his	  conversion	  to	  Christianity.	  Thus	  she	  is	  
ultimately	  revealed	  as	  the	  antagonist,	  the	  representative	  of	  an	  anachronistic	  pagan	  
tradition	  of	  vengeance	  (which	  is	  manifested	  most	  clearly	  in	  her	  stentorian	  Viking	  
ballad,	  reminiscent	  of	  Senta’s	  ballad	  in	  Der	  fliegende	  Holländer).	  As	  it	  turned	  out,	  she	  
also	  represents	  the	  last	  gasp	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  soprano	  violence:	  the	  
role	  was	  soon	  transposed	  downward	  because	  Serov	  was	  impressed	  by	  the	  star	  
contralto	  Darya	  Leonova.50	  Under	  other	  conditions,	  this	  role	  might	  have	  pointed	  the	  
way	  towards	  a	  Wagnerian	  heroic	  soprano	  sound,	  as	  indeed	  Serov’s	  own	  interest	  in	  
Wagner	  and	  in	  sopranos	  with	  “German	  musicality”	  suggests,	  but	  for	  reasons	  that	  
will	  be	  explored	  further	  in	  Chapter	  4,	  female	  aggressiveness	  and	  political	  activity	  
were	  increasingly	  becoming	  associated	  with	  lower	  voices.	  	  
Boris	  Godunov	  (1872)	  attenuates	  the	  role	  of	  the	  soprano	  as	  political	  agent	  
even	  further.	  The	  one	  Russian	  soprano	  character,	  Boris’	  daughter	  Ksenia,	  sings	  in	  all	  
of	  one	  scene,	  displays	  no	  interest	  in	  politics,	  and	  simply	  mourns	  with	  keening	  lyrical	  
lines	  in	  the	  manner	  of	  Gorislava	  for	  her	  dead	  fiancé.	  In	  a	  huge	  cast	  of	  men	  jockeying	  
for	  power,	  the	  lone	  female	  schemer	  Marina	  Mniszek	  is	  Polish,	  appears	  in	  only	  one	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
50	  Pruzhansky,	  “Leonova,	  Darya	  Mikhailovna,”	  vol.	  1,	  278-­‐80.	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act,	  and	  hardly	  qualifies	  as	  a	  main	  character.	  (In	  the	  original	  1869	  version,	  
Musorgsky	  even	  excised	  her	  from	  Pushkin’s	  plot;	  he	  was	  forced	  to	  reinstate	  her	  only	  
because	  of	  the	  imperative	  of	  a	  love	  interest.)	  Thoroughly	  manipulative	  if	  not	  as	  
violent	  as	  Rogneda,	  Marina	  is	  depicted	  as	  a	  vainglorious	  foreigner	  bent	  on	  winning	  
the	  throne.	  This	  role,	  too,	  was	  eventually	  annexed	  by	  mezzos;	  operagoers	  today	  are	  
used	  to	  hearing	  the	  dark,	  almost	  contralto	  timbre	  of	  Olga	  Borodina	  and	  Yekaterina	  
Semenchuk	  instead	  of	  the	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  sound	  of	  many	  the	  role’s	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  performers,	  such	  as	  Yulia	  Platonova	  and	  Maria	  Klimentova,	  who	  
made	  their	  names	  respectively	  as	  the	  more	  bel	  canto	  Rusalka	  and	  Marguerite.51	  	  
The	  history	  of	  compositional	  revision	  and	  casting	  changes	  for	  the	  roles	  of	  
Marina	  and	  Rogneda	  suggests	  that	  they	  stand	  at	  a	  turning	  point	  in	  soprano	  vocality	  
which	  reprises,	  in	  a	  lower	  key,	  the	  crisis	  represented	  by	  Rusalka	  and	  Judith:	  the	  
imperative	  to	  temper	  the	  soprano	  voice	  with	  mezzo	  depth	  and/or	  Wagnerian	  power	  
(or	  perhaps	  Verdian	  power	  despite	  Serov’s	  frequent	  protests	  against	  the	  Italian	  
composer,	  considering	  the	  Verdian	  credentials	  of	  Kamilla	  Broni-­‐Yashinskaya,	  the	  
first	  performer	  of	  Rogneda).52	  This	  imperative	  corresponded	  to	  an	  interest	  in	  more	  
forceful,	  less	  soubrettish,	  more	  politically	  engaged	  female	  protagonists.	  Yet	  the	  
aggressive,	  triumphalist	  Yudif’,	  Rogneda,	  and	  Marina	  proved	  unsympathetic	  and	  the	  
latter	  two	  were	  soon	  given	  over	  to	  mezzos.	  The	  appeal	  of	  the	  soprano	  voice	  for	  most	  
Russian	  composers,	  as	  hinted	  in	  the	  case	  of	  Ksenia	  and	  earlier	  in	  the	  case	  of	  
Gorislava,	  lay	  not	  in	  its	  short-­‐lived,	  Wagnerian-­‐tinged	  association	  with	  a	  mannish	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51	  Ibid.,	  “Platonova,	  Yulia	  Fyodorovna,”	  401-­‐02.	  
	  
52	  Ibid.,	  “Klimentova,	  Maria	  Nikolayevna,”	  222-­‐23.	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ideal	  of	  political	  potency,	  but	  rather	  in	  its	  older	  association	  with	  youth	  and	  poignant	  
vulnerability.	  This	  quality	  of	  vulnerability	  was	  likely	  compelling	  to	  composers	  and	  
audiences	  because	  it	  is	  a	  defining	  experience	  of	  everyone’s	  life	  in	  a	  society	  that	  
practices	  autocracy	  at	  both	  the	  political	  and	  familial	  levels.	  No	  one	  was	  more	  at	  the	  
mercy	  of	  patriarchal	  authority	  than	  young	  women	  and	  therefore	  no	  one	  was	  better	  
equipped	  to	  voice	  this	  universal	  plight	  than	  a	  soprano;	  hence	  the	  ineradicable	  
association	  of	  sopranos	  with	  vulnerability	  rather	  than	  potency,	  despite	  Serov’s	  best	  
efforts.	  	  	  
But	  though	  the	  soprano	  is	  often	  portrayed	  as	  the	  victim	  of	  oppressive	  social	  
or	  political	  machinations,	  she	  also	  comes	  closer	  than	  any	  other	  voice-­‐type	  to	  
freedom	  from	  them.	  In	  an	  operatic	  tradition	  where	  all	  the	  other	  voice-­‐types	  are	  to	  
varying	  degrees	  invested	  in	  the	  expression	  of	  civic	  responsibility	  or	  political	  
ambition,	  the	  Russian	  soprano	  of	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century	  sings	  of	  the	  possibility	  
of	  escape	  from	  the	  realm	  of	  the	  political,	  because	  she	  does	  not	  care	  about	  it,	  as	  we	  
can	  see	  in	  the	  masterplot	  of	  the	  heroine	  who	  prefers	  a	  man	  of	  lower	  social	  stature	  to	  
one	  of	  higher	  stature.	  That	  escape	  is	  illusory,	  as	  sopranos	  are	  usually	  undone	  by	  the	  
political.	  But	  then,	  so	  are	  the	  other	  voice-­‐types;	  one	  is	  again	  reminded	  of	  
Poplavskaya’s	  comment	  about	  operatic	  victimhood.	  In	  an	  operatic	  tradition	  where	  
all	  characters,	  even	  authoritative	  bass	  despots,	  are	  undone	  by	  politics,	  perhaps	  the	  
only	  winners	  are	  those	  who	  refuse	  to	  play	  the	  game,	  who	  refuse	  to	  allow	  the	  
political	  to	  dictate	  their	  life	  choices.	  The	  apotheosis	  of	  the	  soprano	  via	  her	  rejection	  
of	  politics	  would	  be	  thematized	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  operas	  
(most	  extremely	  in	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta,	  The	  Tsar’s	  Bride),	  but	  first	  we	  shall	  turn	  to	  the	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realistic	  operas	  of	  the	  1870s	  and	  80s	  which	  created	  a	  new	  kind	  of	  politically	  
disengaged	  but	  otherwise	  decisive	  heroine	  who	  would	  more	  closely	  approach	  an	  
ideal	  of	  Russian	  womanhood	  than	  any	  we	  have	  examined	  so	  far.	  Their	  sound,	  which	  
lay	  midway	  between	  the	  extremes	  represented	  by	  the	  light	  soprano	  and	  the	  heavier	  
sounds	  of	  Yudif’,	  Rogneda	  and	  Marina,	  would	  prove	  the	  most	  resilient	  of	  the	  many	  
soprano	  sounds	  we	  have	  explored	  in	  this	  chapter.	  	  
	  
The	  Lyric-­‐Dramatic	  Soprano	  Heroine:	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Chaikovsky,	  and	  
Apolitical	  Heroines	  	  
	  
Attempts	  to	  portray	  politically	  motivated	  soprano	  characters	  foundered	  on	  the	  
perceived	  incompatibility	  of	  ambition	  and	  tenderness,	  action	  and	  contemplation,	  
and	  finally	  on	  the	  real	  vocal	  incompatibility	  between	  fulmination	  and	  lyricism.	  
However,	  early	  in	  their	  operatic	  careers	  Rimsky	  and	  Chaikovsky	  solved	  the	  problem	  
of	  how	  to	  integrate	  a	  soprano	  into	  a	  political	  story	  without	  detracting	  from	  her	  
pathos	  and	  beautiful	  vulnerability:	  simply	  make	  her	  the	  innocent	  daughter	  or	  love	  
interest	  of	  a	  political	  figure,	  who	  gets	  caught	  up	  in	  national	  events	  despite	  her	  
political	  apathy.	  This	  kind	  of	  opera	  would	  provide	  an	  alternative	  to	  what	  is	  
commonly	  considered	  Russian	  realist	  opera,	  which,	  in	  the	  mold	  of	  Boris	  Godunov	  or	  
Khovanshchina,	  puts	  a	  historical	  political	  struggle	  at	  the	  center	  of	  the	  plot,	  features	  a	  
bewilderingly	  large	  cast	  of	  characters,	  and	  downplays	  traditional	  operatic	  themes	  
like	  romantic	  love.	  In	  this	  other	  form	  of	  historical	  opera,	  popularized	  by	  Chaikovsky	  
and	  to	  a	  lesser	  extent	  Rimsky	  and	  comparable	  to	  grand	  opéra,	  a	  political	  struggle	  
plays	  a	  role	  in	  the	  plot	  but	  functions	  merely	  as	  a	  backdrop	  for	  an	  intensely	  personal	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story	  about	  romantic	  love	  and	  family	  loyalty.	  There	  is	  usually	  a	  conflict	  between	  the	  
two,	  which	  leads	  to	  political	  consequences	  that	  the	  soprano	  fails	  to	  anticipate.	  	  
	   Have	  we	  returned	  to	  the	  era	  of	  Glinka,	  when	  the	  lead	  soprano	  was	  little	  more	  
than	  a	  pretext	  for	  male	  strife?	  No;	  the	  lead	  soprano	  is	  now	  the	  most	  important	  or	  the	  
second	  most	  important	  character,	  as	  evinced	  by	  the	  feminine	  title	  of	  Rimsky’s	  first	  
opera,	  Pskovityanka	  (The	  Maid	  of	  Pskov,	  1873).	  Though	  some	  twentieth-­‐century	  
commentators	  have	  found	  the	  title	  character	  blandly	  written,53	  that	  perception	  is	  
likely	  due	  to	  the	  young	  composer’s	  lack	  of	  technique	  rather	  than	  any	  lack	  of	  interest	  
in	  the	  role:	  the	  opera	  is	  named	  after	  her;	  she	  has	  more	  stage	  time	  than	  anyone	  else;	  
the	  final	  scene	  surprisingly	  elides	  the	  tenor	  hero’s	  exploits	  and	  focuses	  instead	  on	  
the	  psychodrama	  that	  unfolds	  between	  father	  and	  daughter,	  which	  ends	  with	  her	  
rejection	  of	  him	  in	  favor	  of	  her	  rebel	  tenor	  lover	  and	  her	  death	  shortly	  thereafter.	  
Furthermore,	  the	  role	  was	  premiered	  by	  the	  remarkable	  Yulia	  Platonova,	  who	  only	  a	  
year	  earlier	  had	  created	  the	  nefarious	  Marina	  Mniszek.	  Although	  the	  opera	  was	  not	  a	  
success	  (and	  Rimsky	  would	  revise	  it	  multiple	  times	  over	  the	  course	  of	  his	  career),	  it	  
lay	  the	  groundwork	  for	  the	  politically	  disengaged	  sopranos	  of	  the	  1870s	  and	  1880s	  
who	  nevertheless	  occupy	  center	  stage	  and	  take	  on	  the	  role	  of	  the	  sacrificial	  victim,	  a	  
role	  previously	  reserved	  for	  bass	  political	  heroes	  or	  antiheroes	  such	  as	  Ivan	  Susanin	  
and	  Boris	  Godunov.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53	  Western	  commentators	  have	  generally	  found	  Rimsky’s	  soprano	  heroines	  insipid.	  Gerald	  Abraham	  
writes	  of	  Olga:	  she	  is	  “a	  rather	  colourless	  figure”	  because	  she	  is	  “naïve,	  the	  first	  of	  those	  innocent,	  
passive	  heroines	  who	  appear	  in	  so	  many	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  operas…She	  belongs	  to	  a	  type	  we	  
meet	  fairly	  often	  in	  Russian	  literature	  and	  which	  we	  must	  therefore	  assume	  to	  be	  a	  true	  portrait	  of	  a	  
common	  type	  of	  Russian	  girlhood,	  a	  type	  which	  evidently	  appealed	  to	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.”	  See	  Gerald	  
Abraham,	  “Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  First	  Opera,”	  in	  Studies	  in	  Russian	  Music	  (London:	  William	  Reeves,	  
1969),	  163-­‐64.	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The	  action	  that	  most	  often	  defines	  the	  new	  heroine’s	  personal	  agency—since	  
she	  lacks	  political	  agency—is	  her	  decision	  to	  cast	  her	  lot	  with	  a	  man	  whom	  her	  
family	  or	  would-­‐be	  husband	  or	  other	  authority	  figure	  disapproves	  of.	  In	  contrast	  to	  
Antonida,	  Lyudmila,	  and	  Natasha/Rusalka,	  whose	  romantic	  relationships	  
coincide	  with	  the	  wishes	  of	  their	  fathers,	  the	  Maid	  of	  Pskov	  and	  the	  other	  new	  
heroines	  all	  strike	  out	  on	  their	  own,	  often	  choosing	  men	  who	  not	  only	  displease	  
their	  parents	  but	  also	  represent	  a	  threat	  to	  the	  political	  status	  quo.	  Indeed,	  while	  the	  
soprano	  herself	  lacks	  political	  agency,	  her	  decision	  to	  accept	  the	  suit	  of	  such	  a	  man	  
allies	  her	  with	  the	  forces	  of	  resistance,	  change,	  and	  sometimes	  even	  rebellion.	  This	  
was	  certainly	  the	  case	  with	  Pskovityanka,	  and	  an	  even	  more	  severe	  case	  can	  be	  
found	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  Mazepa	  (1884),	  which	  pairs	  the	  main	  character	  Maria	  with	  
the	  infamous	  seditionist	  Mazepa.54	  Maria	  chooses	  him	  against	  the	  wishes	  of	  her	  
family,	  igniting	  a	  war	  during	  the	  course	  of	  which	  he	  has	  her	  father	  tortured	  to	  death	  
and	  kills	  her	  childhood	  sweetheart	  in	  combat.	  These	  events	  understandably	  cause	  
Maria	  to	  go	  mad.	  Thus	  Russian	  opera’s	  portayal	  of	  heroinic	  agency	  was	  ambivalent:	  
these	  women	  certainly	  make	  decisions	  and	  attempt	  to	  forge	  their	  destinies	  in	  ways	  
that	  their	  predecessors	  did	  not,	  but	  often	  their	  decisions	  are	  portrayed	  as	  reckless	  
and	  catastrophic.	  Because	  their	  heroines	  end	  up	  dead	  or	  insane,	  these	  operas	  cast	  
doubt	  on	  the	  idea	  that	  the	  freedom	  for	  women	  to	  choose	  their	  destiny	  results	  in	  
better	  outcomes.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54	  Ivan	  Mazepa	  [1639-­‐1709],	  a	  Cossack	  hetman	  who	  abandoned	  his	  allegiance	  to	  Peter	  the	  Great	  and	  
sided	  with	  the	  latter’s	  enemy,	  King	  Charles	  of	  Sweden,	  has	  gone	  down	  in	  Russian	  history	  as	  one	  of	  the	  
Russian	  Empire’s	  most	  famous	  traitors.	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To	  some	  extent,	  the	  ambivalence	  about	  soprano	  agency	  in	  opera	  corresponds	  
to	  a	  broader	  anxiety	  over	  women’s	  increasing	  ability	  to	  determine	  their	  own	  
lifestyles.	  But,	  while	  intuitively	  appealing,	  that	  interpretation	  is	  inadequate.	  Opera,	  
like	  so	  many	  other	  art	  forms	  that	  reached	  their	  apex	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  
represents	  a	  critical	  but	  also	  sympathetic	  exploration	  of	  both	  the	  good	  and	  the	  bad	  
consequences	  of	  the	  enhanced	  individual	  freedom	  (including	  freedom	  for	  women)	  
that	  came	  in	  the	  wake	  of	  the	  Enlightenment	  and	  slowly	  penetrated	  Russia	  in	  the	  
later	  nineteenth	  century.	  Despite	  their	  disapproval,	  some	  of	  these	  works	  suggest	  
that	  characters	  are	  compelling	  precisely	  insofar	  as	  they	  make	  mistakes.55	  Perhaps	  
now	  that	  the	  soprano	  had	  been	  pushed	  off	  her	  pedestal,	  she	  could	  evolve	  into	  a	  truly	  
sympathetic	  and	  relatable	  character	  instead	  of	  remaining	  frozen	  in	  the	  terrible	  
perfection	  of	  Judith.	  	  
Nowhere	  is	  this	  more	  clearly	  the	  case	  than	  with	  Tatyana	  in	  Yevgeni	  Onegin	  
(1879),	  a	  realist	  opera	  that	  eschews	  national	  politics	  altogether	  and	  instead	  focuses	  
on	  domestic	  life.	  The	  best-­‐known	  heroine	  of	  Russian	  opera,	  Tatyana	  makes	  the	  
mistake	  of	  pursuing	  the	  confirmed	  bachelor	  Yevgeni	  Onegin,	  who	  rejects	  her.	  This	  
experience	  causes	  her	  to	  relinquish	  her	  romantic	  illusions,	  marry	  a	  more	  reliable	  (if	  
less	  interesting)	  man,	  and	  turn	  Onegin	  away	  against	  her	  own	  inclinations	  when	  he	  
comes	  to	  beg	  for	  a	  second	  chance.	  The	  opera	  treats	  her	  youthful	  indiscretion	  with	  
empathy	  and	  dignity,	  applauds	  her	  final	  decision,	  and	  suggests	  that	  she	  has	  become	  
wise	  as	  a	  result	  of	  her	  mistake.	  She	  is	  the	  perfect	  late-­‐nineteenth-­‐century	  heroine:	  a	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55	  This	  attitude	  is	  most	  eloquently	  summed	  up	  in	  the	  first	  sentence	  of	  Anna	  Karenina:	  “Happy	  families	  
are	  all	  alike;	  every	  unhappy	  family	  is	  unhappy	  in	  its	  own	  way.”	  The	  bulk	  of	  the	  book	  is	  then	  devoted	  
to	  the	  unhappy	  (read:	  interesting)	  family	  life	  of	  Anna	  Karenina,	  which	  is	  counterpointed	  with	  the	  
happy	  mediocrity	  of	  the	  little-­‐remembered	  other	  main	  character	  Levin’s	  marriage.	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proactive	  character	  of	  high	  principles	  and	  lively	  emotions	  who	  has	  enough	  flaws	  to	  
make	  her	  relatable	  but	  ultimately	  acts	  in	  the	  name	  of	  the	  greater	  good,	  even	  at	  the	  
cost	  of	  her	  own	  happiness.	  If	  any	  soprano	  heroine	  can	  be	  said	  to	  have	  provided	  a	  
role	  model	  for	  young	  women	  of	  the	  upper	  classes	  in	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century,	  it	  
was	  Tatyana—a	  more	  or	  less	  contemporary	  woman	  amid	  the	  panoply	  of	  pre-­‐
seventeenth-­‐century	  heroines,	  a	  person	  with	  great	  capacity	  for	  love	  who	  assertively	  
pursued	  her	  own	  goals	  but	  was	  also	  modest	  and	  willing	  to	  sacrifice	  her	  desires	  for	  
the	  collective	  good.56	  The	  critic	  Belinsky	  famously	  opined	  that	  she	  was	  “the	  ideal	  
Russian	  woman.”57	  She	  was	  more	  complex	  than	  Glinka’s	  ingénues	  and	  more	  
sympathetic	  than	  Yudif’,	  Rogneda,	  or	  Marina,	  and	  also	  closer	  than	  any	  other	  
contemporary	  Russian	  soprano	  character	  to	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐twentieth-­‐century	  
progressive	  Western	  ideals	  of	  femininity	  that	  shaped	  early-­‐twentieth-­‐century	  
Russian	  feminism.	  Small	  wonder,	  then,	  that	  sopranos	  of	  all	  types	  clamored	  to	  
portray	  her,	  and	  that	  her	  sound	  as	  defined	  by	  a	  few	  key	  performers	  is	  the	  one	  that	  
became	  the	  “Russian	  soprano	  sound”	  of	  the	  later	  twentieth	  century.	  	  
How	  did	  Tatyana,	  Olga,	  and	  Maria	  vocalize	  their	  complex	  combination	  of	  
willfulness	  and	  pathos?	  Just	  as	  these	  characters	  represent	  a	  retrenchment	  to	  a	  
midway	  point	  between	  the	  passive,	  plaintive	  Antonida	  and	  the	  Amazonian	  Yudif’	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56	  That	  such	  firmness	  coupled	  with	  a	  self-­‐sacrificial	  tendency	  were	  appealing	  character	  traits	  to	  
Chaikovsky	  and	  his	  patron	  Nadezhda	  von	  Meck,	  and	  thus	  plausibly	  to	  a	  large	  fraction	  of	  the	  Russian	  
upper	  classes,	  may	  be	  gauged	  from	  Chaikovsky’s	  correspondence	  with	  von	  Meck	  about	  his	  unhappy	  
marriage.	  In	  a	  passage	  where	  he	  (temporarily)	  decides	  to	  make	  the	  best	  of	  it,	  much	  as	  Tatyana	  does	  
of	  her	  own	  disappointing	  marriage,	  he	  writes:	  “You	  are	  absolutely	  right,	  Nadezhda	  Filaretovna,	  when	  
you	  say	  that	  there	  are	  occasions	  in	  life	  when	  one	  must	  stand	  firm,	  endure,	  and	  create	  artificially	  for	  
oneself	  a	  feeling	  of	  well-­‐being,	  however	  shadowy…It	  remains,	  as	  you	  say,	  to	  give	  it	  up	  as	  a	  bad	  job	  and	  
try	  to	  be	  artificially	  happy.”	  (Letter	  28).	  	  
	  
57	  Quoted	  in	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  116.	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and	  Marina,	  their	  sound	  too	  retreated	  from	  that	  of	  the	  Wagnerian	  Yudif’	  and	  the	  
mezzo-­‐inflected	  Marina	  towards	  the	  lighter	  sounds	  of	  the	  past;	  they	  represent	  the	  
synthesis	  of	  the	  ingénue	  and	  the	  battleaxe.	  But	  this	  new	  heroine	  was	  not	  simply	  a	  
manifestation	  of	  regressive	  gender	  politics.	  She	  was	  something	  altogether	  new,	  and	  
so	  was	  her	  sound,	  which	  would	  later	  be	  called	  lyric-­‐dramatic.	  She	  combines	  a	  sweet	  
timbre	  with	  a	  large	  range,	  impressive	  volume,	  and	  intensely	  dramatic	  acting	  on	  both	  
vocal	  and	  physical	  fronts.	  	  
This	  sound	  belongs	  to	  the	  lineage	  of	  the	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  of	  Yulia	  
Platonova	  in	  Pskovityanka	  and	  would	  come	  to	  be	  associated	  with	  Chaikovsky	  as	  
Rimsky	  increasingly	  turned	  his	  attention	  to	  light	  sopranos.	  The	  earliest	  performers	  
of	  Tatyana,	  Maria	  Klimentova	  and	  Emilia	  Pavlovskaya	  (who	  then	  went	  on	  to	  create	  
Maria	  in	  Mazepa),	  possessed	  many	  of	  the	  vocal	  qualities	  that	  would	  come	  to	  be	  
associated	  with	  Chaikovsky	  soprano	  roles:	  Klimentova	  had	  “warmth	  and	  sincerity”	  
and	  a	  “strong	  voice	  with	  a	  beautiful,	  rich	  timbre,	  especially	  in	  the	  middle	  register,	  
and	  a	  large	  range	  which	  allowed	  her	  to	  perform	  not	  only	  coloratura	  and	  lyric	  
soprano	  parts,	  but	  also	  mezzo-­‐soprano	  parts”;58	  Pavlovskaya	  had	  a	  “flexible,	  
powerful	  (somewhat	  throaty)	  voice	  with	  a	  ‘liquid’	  timbre	  and	  a	  wide	  range.”59	  We	  
have	  already	  seen	  one	  alloy	  of	  soprano	  vulnerability	  and	  mezzo	  assertiveness	  in	  the	  
person	  of	  Natasha/Rusalka,	  but	  Tatyana	  represents	  a	  new,	  stronger	  alloy	  of	  these	  
qualities:	  her	  music	  is	  consistent	  rather	  than	  contradictory,	  and	  it	  operates	  within	  a	  
modest	  two-­‐octave	  range	  that	  makes	  no	  extreme	  technical	  demands	  on	  the	  singer.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
58	  Pruzhansky,	  “Klimentova,	  Maria	  Nikolayevna,”	  vol.	  1,	  222-­‐23.	  
	  
59	  Ibid.,	  “Pavlovskaya,	  Emilia	  Karlovna,”	  386.	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Instead	  of	  requiring	  lyricism,	  dramatic	  power,	  and	  coloratura	  all	  in	  quick	  succession,	  
it	  merely	  calls	  for	  an	  amplified	  version	  of	  Gorislava’s	  sustained	  lyricism	  and	  
declamation:	  
	  





	   	   	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  5,	  end	  of	  the	  Letter	  Scene	  
	  
	  
The	  Lyric-­‐Dramatic	  Soprano	  Heroine:	  Medea	  Mei	  and	  Fin-­‐de-­‐Siècle	  Soprano	  
Celebrity	  
	  
Yet	  the	  most	  important	  influence	  on	  Russian	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  vocality—and	  
on	  the	  modern	  international	  Russian	  soprano	  sound—came	  not	  from	  within	  Russia	  
but	  from	  Italy.	  From	  midcentury	  on,	  Russian	  audiences	  flocked	  to	  see	  the	  operas	  of	  
Verdi	  and	  Puccini,	  and	  Russian	  singers	  studied	  with	  Italian	  teachers.	  The	  shift	  that	  
has	  been	  expounded	  from	  the	  light	  coloratura	  soprano	  to	  heavier	  soprano	  timbres	  
in	  Russian	  opera	  in	  the	  middle	  and	  later	  part	  of	  the	  century	  describes	  the	  overall	  
trajectory	  of	  Italian	  opera	  at	  an	  earlier	  period.	  Russian	  opera	  followed	  in	  the	  latter’s	  
footsteps,	  and	  Russian	  sopranos	  gradually	  assimilated	  the	  sound	  of	  Italian	  sopranos.	  
	   The	  Italian	  soprano	  who	  may	  have	  had	  the	  greatest	  impact	  on	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  
opera	  in	  Russia	  was	  the	  immigrant	  celebrity	  Medea	  Mei	  [1859-­‐1952].	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Fig.	  6,	  Medea	  Mei-­‐Figner,	  December	  1911.	  From	  Medea	  Mei,	  Moi	  
vospominaniya	  (St.	  Petersburg:	  Tovarishchestvo	  R.	  Golike	  i	  A.	  Vil’borg,	  1912),	  
44.	  
	  
Mei	  debuted	  at	  the	  Mariinsky	  in	  1887	  after	  a	  distinguished	  Verdian	  career	  in	  Europe	  	  
	  
and	  South	  America	  that	  spanned	  both	  soprano	  and	  mezzo	  roles	  “because	  there	  were	  	  
	  
no	  mezzos	  in	  Italy	  and	  my	  middle	  and	  low	  notes	  gave	  me	  that	  option.”60	  Much	  later,	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




she	  would	  be	  coached	  by	  Puccini	  himself	  for	  the	  roles	  of	  Mimì	  and	  Tosca.	  With	  her	  
starring	  roles	  in	  the	  Mariinsky	  premieres	  of	  Tosca,	  Cavalleria	  rusticana,	  I	  pagliacci,	  
La	  bohème,	  and	  Carmen,	  she	  was	  crucial	  in	  bringing	  verismo	  to	  Russia.61	  Her	  
marriage	  to	  the	  famous	  Russian	  tenor	  Nikolai	  Figner	  (discussed	  in	  Chapter	  2)	  
brought	  her	  into	  greater	  contact	  with	  the	  St.	  Petersburg	  musical	  elite	  and	  allowed	  
her	  to	  transition	  from	  singing	  only	  French	  and	  Italian	  roles	  to	  taking	  on	  Russian	  
ones	  as	  well.	  Struck	  by	  the	  “elegant,	  noble	  style”	  of	  Yevgeni	  Onegin,	  she	  took	  on	  the	  
role	  of	  Tatyana	  in	  1889.62	  She	  claims	  that	  she	  asked	  for	  Chaikovsky’s	  advice	  during	  
her	  preparation	  and	  he	  had	  none	  to	  give,	  saying	  that	  she	  was	  “the	  very	  Tatyana	  he	  
had	  always	  wanted	  to	  see	  in	  artistic	  impersonation.”63	  She	  would	  become	  one	  of	  the	  
most	  popular	  Tatyanas	  of	  her	  time.64	  	  As	  one	  of	  the	  Mariinsky’s	  leading	  sopranos,	  
she	  would	  even	  go	  on	  to	  create	  two	  Chaikovsky	  roles:	  Liza	  in	  the	  acclaimed	  Pikovaya	  
dama	  (1890)	  and	  the	  title	  character	  of	  the	  failed	  Iolanta	  (1892).	  The	  former	  
provides	  a	  clue	  in	  the	  development	  of	  the	  modern	  Russian	  international	  sound.	  	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61	  Pruzhansky,	  “Figner,	  Medea	  Ivanovna	  (stsen.	  psevd.	  Mei),”	  vol.	  2,	  109-­‐10.	  Although	  Carmen,	  of	  
course,	  predated	  the	  verismo	  movement,	  its	  violence	  and	  grittiness	  would	  cause	  it	  later	  to	  be	  
associated	  with	  the	  verismo	  tradition.	  
	  
62	  Paul	  Fryer,	  A	  Chronology	  of	  Opera	  Performances	  at	  the	  Mariinsky	  Theatre	  in	  St.	  Petersburg,	  1860-­‐
1917,	  vol.	  1	  (Lewiston:	  Edwin	  Mellen	  Press,	  2009),	  475.	  
	  
63	  Mei-­‐Figner,	  30.	  
	  
64	  Julie	  Buckler,	  The	  Literary	  Lorgnette:	  Attending	  Opera	  in	  Imperial	  Russia	  (Stanford:	  Stanford	  
University	  Press,	  2000),	  108.	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Fig.	  7,	  Medea	  Mei	  as	  Liza	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama,	  undated.	  From	  Medea	  Mei,	  Moi	  
vospominaniya	  (St.	  Petersburg:	  Tovarishchestvo	  R.	  Golike	  i	  A.	  Vil’borg,	  1912),	  
18.	  
	  
	   As	  a	  foreigner,	  Mei	  was	  not	  the	  obvious	  choice	  for	  the	  heroine	  of	  a	  new	  
Russian	  opera,	  and	  she	  came	  late	  to	  the	  project.	  Chaikovsky’s	  letters	  to	  his	  brother	  
and	  librettist	  Modest	  indicate	  that	  he	  wrote	  the	  tenor	  lead	  with	  Figner	  in	  mind	  but	  
make	  no	  mention	  of	  Mei;	  only	  after	  rehearsals	  had	  started	  in	  July	  1890	  did	  he	  decide	  
that	  “It	  must	  be	  arranged	  that	  she—and	  not	  Mravina65—sings	  the	  part	  [of	  Liza]	  at	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65	  If	  Chaikovsky	  had	  anyone	  in	  mind	  for	  the	  part	  when	  he	  began	  writing	  it,	  it	  was	  probably	  the	  lighter,	  
“silvery-­‐voiced”	  Yevgenia	  Mravina,	  a	  leading	  Mariinsky	  soprano	  whose	  Tatyana	  had	  delighted	  him.	  
Interestingly,	  Mravina	  was	  the	  older	  sister	  of	  the	  noted	  feminist	  and	  Communist	  revolutionary	  
Alexandra	  Kollontai,	  who	  famously	  wrote	  of	  “Winged	  Eros,”	  an	  ideal	  of	  committed	  love	  between	  
equals.	  This	  ideal	  sharply	  contrasted	  with	  the	  sexual	  cynicism	  of	  early	  twentieth-­‐century	  Russian	  
youth	  as	  depicted	  in,	  for	  example,	  Mikhail	  Artsybashev’s	  novel	  Sanin	  (1907).	  It	  is	  tempting	  to	  
speculate	  that	  Mravina,	  whom	  Kollontai	  described	  as	  being	  “best	  at	  portraying	  chaste	  but	  passionate	  
characters,”	  along	  with	  the	  cult	  of	  idealized	  soprano	  heroines,	  exerted	  an	  influence	  on	  Kollontai	  and	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the	  first	  performance.	  It	  is	  important	  for	  she	  and	  Figner	  have	  rehearsed	  it	  
beautifully	  and	  it	  will	  naturally	  be	  easier	  and	  better	  if	  she	  sings.”66	  He	  may	  not	  have	  
envisioned	  any	  particular	  soprano	  in	  the	  role,	  since	  he	  makes	  little	  mention	  of	  Liza	  
in	  his	  letters	  to	  Modest,	  and	  furthermore	  because	  the	  custom	  at	  the	  Imperial	  theater	  
as	  at	  many	  major	  opera	  houses	  was	  to	  double-­‐cast	  the	  lead	  roles.	  As	  the	  above	  quote	  
suggests,	  Chaikovsky	  was	  well	  satisfied	  with	  Mei	  as	  Liza,	  but	  he	  does	  not	  lavish	  the	  
same	  degree	  of	  praise	  on	  her	  as	  on	  her	  husband.	  In	  any	  case,	  his	  intentions	  for	  Liza	  
are	  difficult	  to	  establish,	  as	  he	  writes	  very	  little	  about	  her.	  But	  what	  we	  can	  establish	  
with	  a	  fair	  degree	  of	  accuracy	  is	  Mei’s	  vocal	  portrayal	  of	  the	  role,	  which	  
approximates—albeit	  with	  a	  few	  differences—Liza	  as	  we	  know	  her	  today.	  
	   Mei	  claims	  in	  her	  memoir	  that	  during	  their	  private	  rehearsals	  the	  composer	  
altered	  the	  role	  to	  fit	  her	  range.67	  While	  we	  must	  be	  on	  our	  guard	  when	  reading	  this	  
self-­‐congratulatory	  document,	  it	  is	  plausible	  that	  Chaikovsky	  made	  some	  minor	  
adjustments	  for	  her	  that	  may	  or	  may	  not	  have	  made	  it	  into	  the	  final	  score:	  Mei’s	  
recorded	  performance	  of	  Liza’s	  Act	  III	  aria	  (see	  Track	  4	  on	  the	  accompanying	  CD)	  
replaces	  the	  written	  E	  and	  instead	  ends	  strikingly	  with	  a	  cavernous	  low	  A	  that	  is	  
outside	  of	  most	  sopranos’	  comfortable	  range:	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
on	  subsequent	  feminism	  in	  Russia	  and	  the	  Soviet	  Union.	  See	  Pruzhansky,	  “Mravina,	  Yevgenia	  
Konstantinovna,”	  vol.	  1,	  336-­‐37.	  	  
	  
66	  Letter	  to	  Modest,	  July	  1890.	  In	  Pyotr	  Ilyich	  Tchaikovsky,	  Letters	  to	  his	  Family:	  An	  Autobiography,	  
trans.	  Galina	  von	  Meck	  and	  ed.	  Percy	  M.	  Young	  (New	  York:	  Cooper	  Square	  Press,	  2000),	  466.	  
	  
67	  Mei-­‐Figner,	  Moi	  vospominaniya.	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Fig.	  8,	  end	  of	  Liza’s	  Act	  III	  aria	  “Ах,	  истомилась,	  устала	  я”	  (Ah,	  I	  am	  weary,	  I	  
am	  tired”)	  
	  
Mei’s	  1901	  recording	  of	  this	  aria	  contains	  many	  features	  that	  we	  associate	  
with	  the	  verismo	  soprano	  style	  today:	  generous	  rubato,	  fermati	  that	  would	  be	  
considered	  excessive	  in	  other	  operatic	  styles,	  sweeping	  portamento,	  heavy	  usage	  of	  
chest	  voice	  on	  low	  notes,	  a	  generally	  forceful	  and	  “dark”	  sound	  (note	  that	  early	  
recordings	  tend	  to	  make	  all	  sopranos	  sound	  tinny	  and	  bright;	  thus	  she	  sounds	  dark	  
not	  by	  today’s	  standards,	  but	  rather	  in	  comparison	  with	  her	  contemporaries).	  Yet	  
the	  recorded	  performance	  avoids	  common	  naturalistic	  excesses	  such	  as	  audible	  
sobbing,	  since	  Mei	  was	  a	  lifelong	  opponent	  of	  what	  she	  calls	  the	  “in-­‐your-­‐face	  
vulgarity”	  of	  many	  verismo	  performers	  of	  her	  time.68	  While	  renditions	  of	  this	  aria	  no	  
longer	  employ	  such	  long	  fermati	  or	  plunge	  to	  low	  A	  at	  the	  end,	  the	  general	  
approach—especially	  the	  use	  of	  a	  lyrical	  yet	  forceful	  tone—has	  remained	  consistent	  
over	  the	  last	  century.	  As	  the	  first	  performer	  and	  recorder	  of	  the	  role,	  Mei	  left	  an	  
indelible	  mark	  on	  it.	  	  
Mei’s	  probable	  influence	  on	  twentieth-­‐century	  Russian	  sopranos	  lay	  not	  just	  
in	  the	  domain	  of	  vocal	  sound,	  but	  in	  the	  domain	  of	  self-­‐image	  and	  self-­‐presentation	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68	  Mei-­‐Figner,	  36.	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to	  the	  public	  offstage.	  In	  contrast	  to	  her	  relatively	  low-­‐paid	  and	  self-­‐effacing	  Russian	  
peers,	  Mei	  came	  to	  Russia	  with	  Italianate	  notions	  of	  celebrity.	  Although	  many	  Italian	  
singers	  can	  be	  credited	  with	  introducing	  these	  notions	  to	  Russia,	  Mei,	  as	  an	  
immigrant	  who	  married	  a	  Russian	  nobleman-­‐singer	  and	  moved	  in	  the	  high	  society	  
of	  St.	  Petersburg	  for	  many	  years,	  likely	  made	  a	  more	  substantial	  contribution	  to	  
Russian	  operatic	  culture	  than	  the	  myriad	  Italian	  sopranos	  who	  simply	  toured	  in	  
Russia	  for	  a	  couple	  of	  seasons.	  She	  presented	  herself	  as	  a	  diva:	  she	  made	  several	  
recordings,	  had	  photographs	  taken	  that	  show	  her	  swathed	  in	  pearls	  and	  furs,	  and	  
published	  a	  memoir.	  While	  some	  of	  her	  Russian	  predecessors	  also	  wrote	  memoirs,	  
they	  were	  generally	  brief	  and	  were	  published	  in	  journals	  (sometimes	  in	  
installments)	  rather	  than	  as	  stand-­‐alone	  books.	  Mei’s	  memoir	  sharply	  differs	  from	  
those	  of	  other	  Russian	  singers	  in	  its	  grand	  tone	  and	  sole	  emphasis	  on	  herself.	  She	  
barely	  mentions	  her	  colleagues	  or	  even	  her	  husband,	  whose	  fame	  equaled	  her	  
own.69	  
The	  darker	  side	  of	  celebrity	  can	  be	  detected	  in	  the	  accounts	  of	  Mei’s	  
scandalous	  divorce	  from	  Figner	  in	  1904	  following	  her	  love	  affair	  with	  his	  voice	  
teacher.	  She	  barely	  alludes	  to	  this	  event	  in	  her	  memoir,	  but	  their	  daughter	  Yevgenia	  
and	  their	  son	  Nikolai	  claimed	  that	  the	  divorce	  and	  Figner’s	  hasty	  subsequent	  
marriage	  received	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  public	  attention	  in	  St.	  Petersburg,	  to	  the	  point	  of	  
schoolyard	  taunting	  by	  classmates	  who	  knew	  more	  about	  the	  salacious	  details	  then	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
69	  See	  Anna	  Vorobyova	  and	  Darya	  Leonova,	  discussed	  in	  Chapter	  4,	  and	  Vasily	  Shkafer,	  discussed	  in	  
Chapter	  2.	  Vorobyova	  wrote	  her	  brief	  memoir	  at	  the	  urging	  of	  others	  and	  spends	  as	  much	  time	  
talking	  about	  Glinka	  as	  herself.	  Leonova	  used	  her	  memoir	  to	  settle	  scores	  with	  rival	  singers	  and	  
officious	  bureaucrats.	  Shkafer’s	  memoir	  made	  continual	  proclamations	  about	  his	  own	  vocal	  
shortcomings	  and	  lavished	  praise	  on	  his	  colleagues.	  	  
	  204	  
the	  Figner	  children	  themselves.70	  In	  a	  subdued	  way,	  Mei’s	  life	  imitated	  her	  art:	  just	  
as	  Liza	  abandoned	  her	  rich	  fiancé	  for	  the	  penniless	  soldier	  Gherman	  in	  Pikovaya	  
dama,	  the	  soprano	  became	  romantically	  involved	  with	  a	  man	  of	  lower	  social	  status	  
and	  demanded	  a	  divorce	  from	  her	  wealthy	  husband.	  For	  better	  or	  worse,	  Mei—and,	  
more	  enduringly,	  the	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  sound	  that	  she	  helped	  to	  promulgate—
became	  associated	  with	  the	  extravagant,	  reckless	  emotionalism	  that	  characterizes	  
Chaikovsky’s	  heroines.	  	  
The	  new	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  sound	  was	  correlated	  with	  the	  more	  
psychologically	  complex,	  emotionally	  extroverted	  heroines	  of	  late	  nineteenth-­‐
century	  opera,	  and	  also	  with	  the	  international	  trend	  toward	  the	  larger	  voices	  
required	  by	  larger	  opera	  houses	  and	  larger	  orchestras.	  Chaikovsky	  went	  along	  with	  
the	  trend	  toward	  heavier	  voices	  (sometimes	  actively	  promoting	  it	  and	  sometimes	  
merely	  acceding	  to	  it),	  consistently	  composing	  roles	  for	  large-­‐voiced	  sopranos	  who	  
had	  mezzo	  capabilities	  throughout	  the	  1880s.71	  But	  at	  this	  point	  a	  counter-­‐trend	  
arose.	  We	  must	  now	  turn	  to	  the	  resurrection	  of	  the	  light	  soprano,	  consider	  why	  that	  
particular	  sound	  was	  appealing	  at	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle,	  and	  finally	  think	  about	  why	  in	  
subsequent	  performance	  practice	  she	  was	  eclipsed	  by	  her	  louder,	  less	  ethereal	  
cousin.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70	  See	  Yevgenia	  Nikolayevna	  Figner,	  “Rannye	  gody”	  (written	  1962)	  and	  Nikolai	  Nikolayevich	  Figner,	  
“Dvadtsat’	  odin	  god	  moyei	  zhizni”	  (written	  1940)	  in	  N.	  N.	  Figner:	  vospominaniya,	  pis’ma,	  materially,	  
ed.	  L.	  M.	  Kutateladze	  (Leningrad:	  Muzyka,	  1968),	  79,	  83-­‐84.	  
	  
71	  Chaikovsky	  greatly	  admired	  certain	  mezzo-­‐tinged	  sopranos	  such	  as	  Désirée	  Artôt,	  but	  he	  retained	  
equal	  esteem	  for	  lighter-­‐voiced	  sopranos	  such	  as	  Yevgenia	  Mravina;	  thus	  his	  personal	  agency	  in	  the	  
overall	  process	  of	  supersizing	  voices	  is	  debatable.	  He	  often	  had	  little	  control	  over	  who	  was	  cast	  in	  his	  
operas,	  and	  he	  didn’t	  particularly	  like	  some	  of	  the	  casting	  choices	  at	  the	  Mariinsky	  or	  other	  opera	  
houses.	  On	  Maria	  Klimentova,	  the	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  who	  first	  sang	  Tatyana	  before	  she	  became	  a	  
star,	  he	  tells	  Von	  Meck:	  she	  “is	  no	  Tat’iana,	  but	  I’ll	  find	  her	  more	  acceptable	  than	  our	  state	  prima	  
donnas,	  because	  again	  she	  is	  young	  and	  not	  yet	  mutilated	  by	  routine.”	  (Letter	  78)	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The	  myriad	  light	  soprano	  heroines	  that	  emerged	  after	  1880	  appear	  to	  come	  
out	  of	  nowhere;	  unlike	  the	  steady	  development	  of	  the	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  soprano	  
through	  increasingly	  refined	  admixtures	  of	  soprano	  and	  mezzo,	  the	  light	  soprano	  
seems	  to	  be	  a	  ghostly	  apparition,	  an	  etherealized	  reincarnation	  of	  the	  midcentury	  
ingénue	  who	  glides	  onto	  the	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  stage	  in	  defiance	  of	  all	  probability.	  
However,	  a	  closer	  study	  of	  this	  phenomenon	  reveals	  a	  history	  of	  secondary	  light	  
soprano	  characters	  in	  realistic	  opera,	  such	  as	  Ksenia	  (Boris	  Godunov)	  and	  Emma	  
(Khovanshchina).	  Though	  minor,	  these	  plaintive	  roles	  effortlessly	  convey	  the	  pathos	  
which	  is	  linked	  to	  victimization	  by	  fate	  or	  tyrants.	  The	  spirited	  heroines	  of	  the	  
1870s—Olga,	  Tatyana,	  Maria,	  and	  (in	  the	  background)	  Anna	  Karenina,	  who	  took	  full	  
responsibility	  for	  their	  life	  choices	  and	  to	  some	  extent	  brought	  their	  misfortunes	  on	  
themselves,	  were	  arguably	  no	  longer	  able	  to	  embody	  this	  vulnerability	  which	  is	  such	  
a	  crucial	  aspect	  of	  individual	  experience	  in	  an	  autocratic	  society.	  
	  
Nadezhda	  Zabela	  and	  the	  Resurrection	  of	  the	  Light	  Soprano	  
The	  light	  soprano	  could	  not	  come	  into	  her	  own	  without	  a	  reaction	  against	  the	  
aesthetic	  ideals	  of	  Romanticism	  and	  realism,	  which	  both	  prized	  vocal	  power	  and	  its	  
connotations	  of	  emotional	  intensity	  and	  force	  of	  character.	  That	  reaction	  occurred	  
across	  Europe	  in	  all	  the	  arts	  through	  the	  Impressionist	  and	  Symbolist	  movements,	  
which	  privileged	  mysterious	  and	  beautiful	  stillness	  over	  the	  “noisy	  tocsins	  of	  
revolt,”	  the	  “glory	  and	  battle,”	  and	  the	  “heroic	  audacities”	  of	  Romanticism,	  as	  well	  as	  
the	  “protest”	  of	  realism.72	  The	  new	  mildness	  and	  reticence	  permeated	  Russian	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
72	  Jean	  Moréas,	  Symbolist	  Manifesto	  in	  Le	  Figaro	  (18	  September	  1886),	  literary	  supplement,	  1-­‐2.	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Symbolism,	  a	  strain	  of	  modernism	  associated	  with	  the	  so-­‐called	  Silver	  Age	  (1895-­‐
1917).	  It	  would	  be	  embodied	  in	  a	  new,	  introverted	  type	  of	  heroine	  who	  would	  
contrast	  with	  the	  earlier,	  more	  forceful	  type	  of	  heroine.	  	  
	  The	  primary	  operatic	  vehicle	  for	  the	  new	  breed	  of	  mild	  and	  reticent	  heroines	  
was	  Rimsky’s	  fairy-­‐tale	  oeuvre.	  Because	  these	  operas	  downplayed	  plot	  and	  drama	  in	  
favor	  of	  static	  tableaux	  and	  symbolic	  events	  of	  dubious	  causality,	  they	  were	  free	  to	  
foreground	  more	  passive	  characters.73	  For	  Rimsky,	  such	  characters,	  emancipated	  
from	  the	  need	  to	  convey	  assertiveness	  or	  agency	  or	  extroverted	  emotion,	  could	  
achieve	  a	  poetic	  and	  vocal	  beauty	  that	  was	  lacking	  in	  the	  relentlessly	  dramatic	  
singing	  style	  favored	  by	  his	  contemporaries:	  in	  a	  letter	  to	  his	  friend	  and	  muse	  
Nadezhda	  Zabela	  [1868-­‐1913],	  he	  complains	  that	  critics	  and	  other	  unnamed	  
composers	  no	  longer	  valued	  singing,	  but	  only	  “dramatism,	  naturalism	  and	  other	  
isms.”74	  For	  this	  sonically	  rather	  than	  visually	  oriented	  composer,	  opera	  should	  be	  
more	  contemplative	  than	  dramatic—an	  attitude	  that	  suggests	  why	  his	  operas,	  and	  
with	  them	  the	  light	  soprano,	  have	  fallen	  into	  oblivion	  in	  the	  forever	  drama-­‐seeking	  
West.	  	  
Rimsky	  did	  not	  discover	  the	  potential	  of	  the	  light	  soprano	  by	  himself.	  His	  first	  
three	  operas,	  including	  Snegurochka	  (The	  Snow	  Maiden,	  today	  considered	  the	  
primary	  vehicle	  for	  the	  Russian	  light	  soprano)	  all	  premiered	  with	  heavier	  voices	  as	  
demanded	  by	  the	  large	  Mariinsky	  Theater	  and	  the	  international	  trend	  toward	  larger	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
73	  This	  curious	  passivity	  characterizes	  the	  protagonists	  not	  only	  of	  Symbolist-­‐influenced	  opera	  but	  
also	  of	  the	  plays	  associated	  with	  the	  movement,	  such	  as	  Chekhov’s	  Cherry	  Orchard.	  	  
	  
74	  Letter	  74.	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  ed.	  L.	  G.	  Barsov	  (Moscow:	  Kompozitor,	  
2008),	  166.	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voices.75	  It	  is	  doubtful	  whether	  Rimsky	  would	  ever	  have	  written	  for	  lighter	  voices	  
without	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera,	  a	  smaller-­‐scale	  enterprise	  established	  
by	  the	  industrialist	  and	  philanthropist	  Savva	  Mamontov.	  A	  Diaghilev-­‐like	  figure	  
crucial	  to	  the	  rise	  of	  modernism	  in	  Russia,	  Mamontov	  united	  an	  interdisciplinary	  
group	  of	  talented,	  experimental	  artists	  under	  his	  directorial	  leadership	  to	  foster	  
contemporary	  Russian	  opera	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  Imperial	  theaters,	  which	  primarily	  
staged	  foreign	  operas	  and	  showed	  little	  interest	  in	  directorial	  innovation.76	  It	  was	  in	  
this	  intimate,	  workshop-­‐oriented	  environment	  that	  Rimsky	  met	  one	  of	  the	  seminal	  
figures	  in	  his	  artistic	  development,	  the	  light	  soprano	  Nadezhda	  Zabela-­‐Vrubel	  (wife	  
of	  the	  painter	  Mikhail	  Vrubel),	  who	  redefined	  the	  vocality	  of	  many	  of	  his	  earlier	  
works,	  co-­‐created	  five	  roles	  and,	  their	  extensive	  correspondence	  suggests,	  inspired	  
many	  more.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75	  Feodosia	  Velinskaya,	  described	  as	  having	  a	  powerful	  voice	  with	  a	  wide	  range,	  created	  the	  roles	  of	  
Pannochka-­‐Rusalka	  and	  Snegurochka.	  See	  Pruzhansky,	  “Velinskaya,	  Feodosia	  Nikitichna,”	  vol.	  1,	  97.	  
76	  Olga	  Haldey,	  Mamontov’s	  Private	  Opera:	  The	  Search	  for	  Modernism	  in	  Russian	  Theater	  
(Bloomington:	  Indiana	  University	  Press,	  2010).	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Fig.	  9,	  Nadezhda	  Zabela,	  undated.	  Reproduced	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  
s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  ed.	  L.	  G.	  Barsov	  (Moscow:	  Kompozitor,	  2008),	  12.	  
	  
Zabela	  was	  one	  of	  many	  female	  performing	  artists	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century	  
who	  were	  seen	  as	  incarnating	  a	  particular	  vision	  of	  purity	  and	  ethereality	  which	  
contains	  echoes	  of	  the	  femme	  fragile	  of	  French	  Symbolist	  drama	  and	  English	  Pre-­‐
Raphaelite	  art	  and	  was	  immortalized	  in	  opera	  as	  Mélisande	  and	  Desdemona.	  The	  
extent	  to	  which	  this	  beautifully	  introverted	  protagonist	  was	  considered	  a	  feminine	  
ideal	  can	  be	  gauged	  by	  comparing	  Zabela	  to	  the	  Silver	  Age	  actress	  Vera	  
Komissarzhevskaya,	  daughter	  of	  the	  famous	  tenor	  Fyodor	  Komissarzhevsky	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(discussed	  in	  Chapter	  2).	  Komissarzhevskaya	  was	  lauded	  for	  her	  simplicity	  and	  
melancholy	  inwardness,	  which	  were	  more	  akin	  to	  the	  understated	  approach	  of	  the	  
internationally	  famous	  Eleanora	  Duse	  than	  to	  the	  self-­‐consciously	  dramatic	  
performances	  of	  both	  the	  Sarah	  Bernhardt	  school	  of	  actresses	  and	  the	  Russian	  
realist	  school	  of	  acting	  that	  was	  represented	  by	  Glikeria	  Fedotova	  and	  Pelagea	  
Strepetova.77	  The	  theater	  critic	  Aleksandr	  Kugel	  attributes	  the	  success	  of	  this	  
touchstone	  actress	  to	  her	  image	  as	  “a	  fragile,	  suffering	  child	  of	  our	  times.”78	  Her	  
fragility	  embodied	  the	  confusion	  and	  sense	  of	  impending	  doom	  felt	  by	  the	  fin-­‐de-­‐
siècle	  upper	  classes,	  many	  of	  whom	  were	  internally	  conflicted,	  alienated,	  or	  cynical	  
to	  the	  point	  of	  political	  passivity,79	  whose	  members	  were	  both	  beneficiaries	  and	  
victims	  of	  a	  social	  order	  forged	  by	  preceding	  generations.	  This,	  I	  suggest,	  was	  also	  
one	  of	  the	  reasons	  for	  the	  resurrection	  of	  the	  light	  soprano,	  a	  voice	  type	  associated	  
with	  youth	  and	  vulnerability.	  It	  is	  revealing	  that	  the	  first	  Rimsky	  role	  Zabela	  created	  
was	  that	  of	  the	  young	  boyarinya	  Marfa	  in	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  (The	  Tsar’s	  Bride,	  1898),	  
who	  shows	  her	  political	  naiveté	  by	  preferring	  an	  unambitious	  boyar	  to	  Ivan	  the	  
Terrible.	  She	  has	  a	  presentiment	  of	  doom	  but	  does	  nothing	  about	  it,	  living	  in	  a	  
dream	  of	  happiness	  right	  up	  until	  her	  death.	  Yet	  in	  a	  story	  where	  all	  the	  politically	  
aware	  and	  conventionally	  proactive	  characters	  die	  in	  agony,	  the	  deluded	  and	  
unassertive	  Marfa	  is	  the	  one	  who	  has	  the	  last	  word.	  She	  is	  the	  one	  person	  who	  dies	  
happily	  in	  an	  ethereal	  mad	  scene	  that	  almost	  negates	  the	  futile	  (and,	  from	  a	  certain	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77	  Catherine	  Schuler,	  Women	  in	  Russian	  Theatre:	  The	  Actress	  in	  the	  Silver	  Age	  (London	  and	  New	  York:	  
Routledge,	  1996).	  
	  
78	  Ibid.,	  Chapter	  8.	  
	  
79	  For	  a	  harrowing	  portrait	  of	  the	  decadent	  and	  confused	  gentry	  class,	  see	  Chekhov’s	  The	  Cherry	  
Orchard.	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point	  of	  view,	  even	  madder)	  machinations	  of	  those	  around	  her.	  In	  an	  illuminating	  
interview,	  Poplavskaya	  analyzes	  the	  character	  thus:	  	  
She	  is	  a	  saintly	  spirit,	  very	  delicate	  and	  pure.	  I	  know	  such	  people	  in	  Russia,	  they	  are	  the	  soul	  
	   of	  my	  country;	  they	  live	  through	  horrible	  changes,	  in	  a	  world	  filled	  with	  blood	  and	  they	  try	  to	  
	   look	  only	  at	  the	  bright	  sky.	  She	  reminds	  me	  of	  the	  way	  Pushkin	  ends	  Boris	  Godunov,	  when	  a	  
	   new	  boss	  takes	  the	  Kremlin	  and	  the	  citizens	  are	  told	  to	  cheer.	  All	  Pushkin	  says	  is,	  “The	  
	   people	  were	  silent.”	  That	  is	  Marfa:	  she	  belongs	  with	  those	  who	  want	  history	  to	  leave	  them	  
	   alone…[I]t	  is	  not	  madness!	  It	  is	  how	  she	  escapes	  reality—a	  passive	  resistance.80	  
	  
Thus	  light	  sopranos	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century	  became	  associated	  with	  
poignant,	  doomed	  young	  women	  who	  transcend	  their	  own	  downfall	  to	  bear	  a	  
message	  of	  inner	  serenity	  in	  the	  face	  of	  destruction—a	  dramaturgical	  function	  far	  
more	  sophisticated	  than	  that	  of	  the	  ingénues	  of	  sixty	  years	  earlier.	  This	  complexity	  
rivals	  that	  of	  three-­‐dimensional	  lyric-­‐dramatic	  characters	  such	  as	  Tatyana,	  though	  it	  
is	  easy	  for	  literal-­‐minded	  modern	  audiences	  to	  perceive	  these	  light	  soprano	  
heroines	  as	  merely	  passive.	  Now	  that	  light	  sopranos	  had	  traded	  in	  their	  coloratura	  
pyrotechnics	  for	  long,	  lyrical,	  Gorislava-­‐like	  lines,	  they	  gained	  the	  artistic	  legitimacy	  
that	  Serov	  believed	  their	  forebears	  lacked.	  Sometimes	  they	  were	  tragic	  sacrificial	  
figures,	  as	  in	  Tsarskaya	  nevesta	  and	  (as	  they	  annexed	  Rimsky’s	  earlier	  roles	  which	  
had	  been	  created	  for	  heavier	  voices)	  Snegurochka,	  but	  the	  drama-­‐averse	  Rimsky	  
usually	  preferred	  to	  soften	  them	  into	  elegiac	  ideals:	  supernatural	  beings	  such	  as	  
swan-­‐women	  or	  benevolent	  water	  sprites	  rather	  than	  human	  women,	  whose	  
primary	  function	  is	  to	  inspire	  the	  male	  protagonist	  to	  undertake	  a	  quest	  (see	  Sadko	  
and	  Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane,	  The	  Tale	  of	  Tsar	  Saltan).81	  Zabela	  possessed	  this	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80	  Peter	  Conrad,	  “Marina	  Poplavskaya:	  ‘I	  am	  a	  person	  of	  extraordinary	  ability’,”	  The	  Guardian	  (9	  April	  
2011).	  Online.	  www.theguardian.com/music/2011/apr/10/marina-­‐poplavskaya-­‐opera-­‐russian-­‐
tsars-­‐bride	  	  	  	  
	  
81	  Note	  the	  shift	  from	  threatening	  rusalkas	  to	  reassuring	  supernatural	  female	  figures.	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inspirational	  quality,	  as	  suggested	  by	  a	  hyperbolic,	  anonymous	  1901	  letter	  from	  a	  
male	  fan	  which	  informs	  her	  that	  	  
You	  were	  fated	  to	  embody	  (and	  how	  [wonderfully]	  embody!)	  that	  divine	  ideal	  of	  the	  greatest	  and	  
finest	  image	  of	  womanhood	  that	  came	  to	  being	  in	  Nikolai	  Andreyevich’s	  [Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s]	  soul	  
during	  the	  composition	  of	  his	  last	  three	  operas….There	  are	  no	  words	  to	  describe	  or	  convey	  the	  effect	  
of	  your	  spell….One	  hears	  and	  feels	  how	  everything	  becomes	  different,	  all	  one’s	  surroundings	  are	  
transformed;	  one	  feels	  that	  everything	  in	  the	  world	  is	  good	  or	  at	  least	  could	  easily	  be	  made	  good,	  that	  
one	  has	  forgiven	  everyone	  everything,	  that	  one moreover	  has	  come	  to	  love	  everybody	  and	  everything:	  
the	  sun	  and	  the	  earth,	  light	  and	  darkness,	  life	  and	  death,	  and	  the	  Tsarevna,	  the	  Tsarevna	  [Volkhova,	  
from	  Sadko]—one	  loves	  eternally	  to	  the	  point	  of	  forgetting	  oneself!	  ….Oh	  sing	  on,	  white	  Swan	  [from	  
Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane],	  sing,	  heart’s	  delight,	  incomparable	  Volkhova	  [who	  are	  the]	  joy	  and	  happiness	  
of	  not	  only	  one	  aching	  heart.82	  	  
	  
	  
Fig.	  10.	  Mikhail	  Vrubel,	  “The	  Swan	  Princess,”	  1900.	  Likely	  inspired	  by	  his	  wife	  
Zabela’s	  performance	  of	  the	  Swan	  Princess	  in	  Rimsky’s	  Skazka	  o	  tsare	  Saltane.	  
Reproduced	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  ed.	  L.	  G.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
82	  Quoted	  in	  the	  notes	  to	  Letter	  117,	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  230.	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Barsov	  (Moscow:	  Kompozitor,	  2008),	  plate	  2.	  Tretyakov	  State	  Gallery,	  
Moscow.	  	  
	  
For	  some	  Russian	  operagoers	  on	  the	  eve	  of	  the	  1905	  Revolution,	  Zabela’s	  voice	  and	  
the	  fantastic	  characters	  she	  created	  represented	  a	  beautiful	  and	  uncorrupted	  ideal	  
in	  dark	  times,	  a	  promise	  that	  the	  world	  could	  become	  a	  better	  place—not	  through	  
political	  rebellion,	  but	  through	  a	  spiritual	  awakening	  that	  would	  allow	  people	  
spontaneously	  to	  love	  each	  other	  and	  join	  together	  in	  a	  harmonious	  community,	  or,	  
among	  the	  more	  secular-­‐minded,	  through	  well-­‐considered	  reform.	  	  
This	  utopianism	  prevailed	  among	  many	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  thinkers	  across	  
the	  political	  spectrum	  who	  were	  disillusioned	  by	  the	  terrorist	  excesses	  of	  the	  radical	  
reformers	  and	  the	  reciprocally	  brutal	  government	  crackdowns	  of	  the	  1880s	  (which	  
are	  discussed	  in	  Chapters	  2	  and	  4).	  Many	  of	  the	  more	  religious	  sought	  refuge	  in	  the	  
philosophy	  of	  Vladimir	  Solovyov.	  This	  philosopher’s	  mature	  works	  express	  doubt	  
that	  Western-­‐style	  political	  reform	  would	  be	  sufficient	  for	  solving	  Russia’s	  
problems,	  since	  this	  kind	  of	  reform	  is	  predicated	  on	  the	  assumption	  that	  human	  
happiness	  is	  primarily	  a	  function	  of	  material	  conditions.	  Mere	  political	  reform	  
ignores	  humanity’s	  need	  for	  spiritual	  communion	  with	  each	  other	  and	  with	  the	  
divine.	  In	  his	  view,	  only	  religion	  and	  religiously	  inspired	  art	  could	  provide	  this	  link	  
between	  the	  human	  and	  the	  divine.	  	  
What	  is	  relevant	  for	  soprano	  vocality	  is	  that	  Solovyov	  metaphorized	  this	  link	  
in	  the	  person	  of	  a	  feminine	  ideal,	  a	  woman	  beautiful	  in	  both	  body	  and	  spirit,	  a	  
conflation	  of	  the	  Eternal	  Feminine	  with	  the	  Divine	  Sophia	  of	  Judeo-­‐Christian	  
thought.	  He	  describes	  mystical	  visions	  of	  this	  entity	  in	  his	  poems.	  Elsewhere,	  in	  
	  213	  
terms	  that	  are	  more	  religious	  but	  otherwise	  not	  so	  different	  from	  those	  of	  Zabela’s	  
effusive	  admirer,	  he	  begs	  Sophia	  to	  “descend	  into	  the	  prison	  of	  [the]	  soul,	  fill	  this	  
darkness	  of	  ours	  with	  Thy	  radiancy…appear	  to	  us	  in	  a	  visible	  and	  substantial	  
manner,	  become	  Thyself	  incarnate	  in	  us	  and	  in	  the	  world”	  so	  that	  “God	  may	  become	  
all	  in	  all.”83	  Zabela	  seems	  to	  have	  played	  a	  similar	  role	  for	  Rimsky:	  his	  intense	  yet	  
platonic	  letters	  often	  address	  her	  using	  the	  names	  of	  his	  characters,	  as	  if	  he	  thought	  
she	  fully	  embodied	  them	  or	  even	  co-­‐created	  them.	  (“Enchanting	  Sea	  Princess,	  dear	  
Nadezhda	  Ivanovna,”	  opens	  one	  of	  his	  letters,	  referencing	  the	  main	  soprano	  
character	  in	  Sadko.)84	  Her	  appearance	  and	  especially	  her	  voice	  signified	  something	  
beyond	  their	  own	  physical	  beauty.	  For	  some	  operagoers,	  Zabela’s	  supernatural	  
characters	  and	  Zabela	  herself,	  like	  Sophia,	  symbolized	  a	  divine	  feminine.	  To	  be	  sure,	  
this	  divine	  feminine	  was	  as	  much	  pagan	  as	  Christian;	  Rimsky’s	  operas	  are	  syncretic,	  
blending	  Christian	  themes	  with	  ancient	  Russian	  mythology.	  Whatever	  the	  religious	  
modalities	  of	  her	  operatic	  roles,	  however,	  they	  seemed	  to	  mediate	  between	  the	  
noumenal	  realm	  of	  the	  spirit	  and	  the	  phenomenal	  realm	  of	  humanity.	  
What	  did	  Zabela’s	  divine	  voice	  sound	  like?	  Let	  us	  examine	  one	  of	  her	  few	  
extant	  recordings,	  that	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  romans	  “В	  царство	  розы	  и	  вина	  
приди”	  (“Come	  to	  the	  kingdom	  of	  roses	  and	  wine,”	  words	  by	  the	  proto-­‐Symbolist	  
poet	  Anafasy	  Fet.85	  See	  Track	  5	  of	  the	  accompanying	  CD).86	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83	  Peter	  Zouboff,	  Godmanhood	  as	  the	  Main	  Idea	  in	  the	  Philosophy	  of	  Solovyev	  (Poughkeepsie,	  NY:	  
Harmon,	  1944),	  14-­‐15.	  
	  
84	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  letter	  23,	  p.	  93.	  	  
	  
85	  The	  complete	  text	  of	  the	  song,	  which	  differs	  considerably	  from	  Fet’s	  original,	  may	  be	  translated	  as	  
follows:	  “Come	  to	  the	  kingdom	  of	  roses	  and	  wine.	  Come	  to	  this	  grove,	  to	  the	  kingdom	  of	  sleep.	  Come,	  I	  
am	  waiting!	  Silence	  the	  song	  of	  my	  grief;	  this	  song	  is	  lodged	  in	  my	  breast	  like	  a	  stone.	  Let	  me	  drain,	  in	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the	  branches’	  shade,	  the	  goblet	  of	  happiness	  to	  the	  bottom—come!	  But	  wait	  for	  the	  evening	  to	  grow	  
darker!	  But	  come	  silently	  and	  alone—I	  am	  waiting!	  Come!”	  The	  feminine	  form	  of	  the	  word	  “alone”	  
(одна)	  in	  Russian	  indicates	  that	  the	  person	  who	  is	  being	  invited	  is	  a	  woman,	  which	  suggests	  that	  the	  
narrator	  is	  a	  man.	  The	  use	  of	  a	  high	  female	  voice	  to	  denote	  a	  man	  adds	  yet	  another	  dimension	  of	  
mystery	  and	  strangeness	  to	  the	  words	  (though	  we	  must	  remember	  that	  female	  singers—more	  often	  
mezzos—sang	  a	  number	  of	  romansy	  written	  from	  a	  male	  subject	  position	  from	  the	  mid-­‐nineteenth	  
century	  on).	  
	  
86	  Nadezhda	  Zabela-­‐Vrubel,	  “V	  tsarstvo	  rozy	  i	  vina”	  (originally	  recorded	  1912),	  Singers	  of	  Imperial	  






Fig.	  11,	  beginning	  and	  end	  of	  “В	  царство	  розы	  и	  вина	  приди”	  (“Come	  to	  the	  
kingdom	  of	  roses	  and	  wine”)	  by	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	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In	  addition	  to	  the	  usual	  markers	  of	  the	  supernatural	  in	  the	  score	  (augmented	  chords	  
in	  rapid	  arpeggios	  on	  the	  piano),	  Zabela	  employs	  pianissimo	  on	  several	  of	  the	  high	  
notes,	  emphasizing	  the	  words	  “slumber,”	  “darker,”	  and	  “alone.”	  The	  sudden,	  
unprepared	  highness	  of	  these	  notes	  and	  the	  equally	  sudden	  hushed	  quality	  of	  their	  
associated	  cryptic	  words	  create	  the	  effect	  of	  a	  whisper,	  a	  mystery,	  the	  climax	  of	  the	  
poetic	  line	  revealed	  but	  simultaneously	  veiled	  in	  almost-­‐silence.	  The	  freeness	  of	  her	  
tempi,	  including	  her	  sometimes	  criticized	  but	  often	  admired	  tendency	  to	  drag	  
behind	  the	  beat,87	  suggest	  the	  atemporality	  of	  the	  kingdom	  of	  roses	  and	  wine.	  Above	  
all,	  however,	  it	  is	  her	  timbre	  that	  gives	  the	  performance	  its	  uncanny	  quality:	  often	  
described	  as	  “silvery,”88	  it	  is	  formed	  of	  almost	  all	  head	  voice	  and	  almost	  no	  chest	  
voice,	  creating	  a	  sense	  of	  ethereal,	  even	  alien	  disembodiment.	  It	  is	  a	  far	  cry	  from	  the	  
warm	  timbre	  and	  powerful	  delivery	  of	  the	  same	  song	  by	  today’s	  Anna	  Netrebko.	  A	  
silver	  voice	  for	  a	  Silver	  Age,	  Zabela’s	  sound	  bears	  little	  resemblance	  to	  most	  operatic	  
voices	  today	  but	  eerily	  foreshadows	  the	  posthuman	  sound	  of	  Björk	  and	  other	  
synthpop	  chanteuses	  of	  our	  own	  fin	  de	  siècle.	  In	  both	  cases,	  this	  inhuman	  sound	  
suggests	  an	  alternative	  ideal	  of	  the	  enigmatic,	  quiet,	  and	  emotionally	  restrained	  in	  
contrast	  to	  the	  mainstream	  ideal	  of	  the	  straightforward,	  loud,	  and	  extroverted	  
performer.	  	  
	   This	  aesthetic	  proved	  difficult	  to	  maintain	  in	  opera.	  The	  late-­‐nineteenth-­‐
century	  trend	  toward	  bigger	  theaters	  and	  louder	  orchestras	  encouraged	  
correspondingly	  louder	  voices	  and	  a	  larger-­‐than-­‐life	  acting	  style.	  A	  voice	  of	  Zabela’s	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87	  Letter	  74,	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  165.	  
	  
88	  Pruzhansky,	  “Zabela-­‐Vrubel’,	  Nadezhda	  Ivanovna,”	  vol.	  1,	  182-­‐83.	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size	  would	  not	  pass	  muster	  in	  a	  leading	  role	  at	  any	  of	  the	  Imperial	  theaters;89	  
furthermore,	  her	  brand	  of	  contemplative	  quiescence,	  which	  was	  effective	  in	  the	  
intimate	  setting	  of	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera,	  could	  easily	  come	  across	  as	  static	  and	  
boring	  in	  a	  larger	  opera	  house.90	  The	  cool	  and	  restrained	  Zabela-­‐Rimsky	  aesthetic,	  
which	  has	  come	  to	  be	  associated	  with	  operatic	  and	  theatrical	  modernism	  in	  Russia	  
and	  likely	  influenced	  Stravinsky’s	  non-­‐emotive	  balletic	  heroines	  such	  as	  the	  
Ballerina	  (Petrushka)	  and	  the	  Bride	  (Les	  noces),	  ran	  counter	  to	  the	  taste	  of	  the	  
Imperial	  theaters,	  which	  had	  been	  feeding	  audiences	  a	  steady	  diet	  of	  emotive	  Verdi	  
and	  verismo	  works	  that	  demanded	  a	  deep,	  powerful	  sound.	  It	  is	  no	  accident	  that	  the	  
operas	  of	  Musorgsky	  and	  Chaikovsky,	  rather	  than	  Rimsky,	  have	  been	  the	  most	  
enduring	  legacy	  of	  opera	  in	  Russia.	  	  
	   The	  extreme	  ethereality	  of	  Rimsky’s	  and	  Zabela’s	  soprano	  heroines	  proved	  
unsustainable	  not	  only	  because	  commercial	  and	  aesthetic	  trends	  were	  pushing	  
opera	  in	  a	  more	  forceful,	  muscular	  direction,	  but	  because	  no	  woman	  could	  
permanently	  maintain	  the	  inhuman	  perfection	  that	  this	  particular	  feminine	  ideal	  
demanded	  of	  her.	  Zabela’s	  own	  life	  hints	  at	  the	  limitations	  of	  the	  ideal	  of	  divine	  
feminine	  purity	  that	  she	  embodied	  onstage.	  Her	  letters	  to	  Rimsky	  reveal	  a	  down-­‐to-­‐
earth	  personality	  that	  does	  not	  always	  fit	  neatly	  with	  the	  composer’s	  idealization	  of	  
her.	  “Name	  me	  for	  Sirin	  [a	  supernatural	  bird	  character	  in	  Rimsky’s	  Skazanie	  o	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89	  Zabela	  admitted	  that	  she	  would	  never	  have	  been	  able	  to	  carry	  off	  Fevronia	  in	  Rimsky’s	  Legend	  of	  
the	  Invisible	  City	  of	  Kitezh	  at	  the	  Mariinsky,	  though	  she	  protested	  that	  otherwise	  the	  role	  fit	  her	  very	  
well.	  Letter	  180,	  in	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  301.	  She	  was	  cast,	  instead,	  in	  
the	  opera’s	  minor	  role	  of	  a	  birdlike	  divine	  messenger,	  Sirin.	  This	  role	  was	  perhaps	  more	  in	  keeping	  
with	  her	  inhuman	  sound.	  	  
	  
90	  Though	  her	  singing	  was	  universally	  praised,	  her	  acting	  was	  not.	  Mamontov	  expressed	  reservations:	  
“Zabela	  is	  a	  ‘star’	  with	  a	  crooked	  mouth;	  she	  is	  dramatically	  worthless,	  but	  the	  audience	  wants	  to	  
believe	  she	  is	  good	  because	  she	  sings	  well”	  (quoted	  in	  Haldey,	  165).	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nevidimom	  grade	  Kitezhe	  i	  deve	  Fevronii],”	  she	  quips,	  gently	  poking	  fun	  at	  his	  
tendency	  to	  address	  her	  as	  his	  characters.	  “[Y]ou	  must	  agree,	  I’ve	  broken	  the	  record	  
in	  fish	  and	  bird	  stuff.”91	  Elsewhere,	  she	  cattily	  gossips	  about	  colleagues	  and	  worries	  
about	  her	  own	  status	  relative	  to	  other	  sopranos	  in	  Mamontov’s	  troupe:	  in	  one	  letter,	  
she	  harshly	  criticizes	  the	  soprano	  Vera	  Astaf’yeva,	  who	  was	  cast	  instead	  of	  her	  as	  
the	  Sea	  Princess	  in	  Sadko	  for	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera’s	  1901-­‐02	  season.	  “It	  would	  
be	  impossible	  to	  find	  a	  less	  suitable	  singer	  for	  that	  role,”	  she	  sniffs.	  “She’s	  a	  typical	  
dramatic	  soprano	  with	  all	  the	  typical	  shortcomings—a	  broken,	  run-­‐down	  middle	  
[range]	  and	  very	  strong,	  shrill	  and	  heavy	  high	  notes.”92	  	  
	   Zabela’s	  life	  ended	  in	  a	  downward	  spiral	  of	  all-­‐too-­‐human	  tragedy:	  shortly	  
after	  the	  birth	  of	  her	  son	  in	  1901,	  her	  husband	  had	  a	  nervous	  breakdown	  and	  spent	  
most	  of	  the	  remaining	  nine	  years	  of	  his	  life	  in	  a	  syphilis-­‐induced	  mental	  decline.	  Her	  
father	  died	  in	  1902,	  her	  son	  in	  1903,	  and	  her	  mother	  in	  1907.93	  After	  this	  series	  of	  
misfortunes,	  along	  with	  the	  demise	  of	  the	  Moscow	  Private	  Opera,	  which	  had	  been	  
her	  main	  performing	  platform,	  her	  performing	  activities	  dwindled.	  She	  died	  at	  the	  
age	  of	  forty-­‐five.	  Though	  she	  repeatedly	  spoke	  of	  her	  unearthly	  roles	  as	  a	  refuge	  
from	  the	  hardships	  of	  real	  life,	  the	  latter	  eventually	  made	  the	  former	  impossible.94	  	  
	   There	  will	  always	  be	  a	  place	  for	  ethereal	  ideals	  in	  difficult	  times.	  But	  
ethereality	  goes	  hand	  in	  hand	  with	  fragility,	  and	  the	  human	  bodies—or	  voices—that	  
incarnate	  those	  ideals	  cannot	  do	  so	  for	  a	  long	  time	  or	  on	  a	  large	  scale.	  It	  comes	  as	  no	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91	  Rimsky,	  letter	  180,	  p.	  301.	  	  
	  
92	  Ibid.,	  Letter	  138,	  p.	  257.	  
	  
93	  Ibid.,	  Letters	  154,	  156,	  172,	  and	  186.	  	  
	  
94	  Ibid.,	  Letter	  152.	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surprise,	  then,	  that	  the	  delicate	  sound	  of	  the	  light	  soprano	  in	  the	  mold	  of	  Nadezhda	  
Zabela	  proved	  less	  resilient	  and	  less	  internationally	  marketable	  in	  the	  modern	  opera	  
world	  than	  the	  heavier,	  verismo-­‐inflected	  sound	  of	  Medea	  Mei.	  Finally,	  the	  current	  
popularity	  of	  Chaikovsky’s	  dramatic,	  emotional	  operas	  in	  contrast	  to	  the	  obscurity	  
of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  serene	  fairy	  tales	  may	  well	  reflect	  modern	  feminine	  ideals,	  
which	  are	  closer	  to	  proactive	  characters	  like	  Tatyana	  and	  Liza	  than	  to	  Rimsky’s	  

















Chapter	  4:	  Mezzos,	  Contraltos,	  and	  Non-­‐Ingénues	  
	  
	  
	   “There	  is	  so	  little	  femininity	  in	  your	  nature,	  Vera	  Pavlovna,	  that	  you’ll	  probably	  come	  up	  with	  
ideas	  that	  are	  thoroughly	  masculine.”	  
	   “Tell	  me,	  my	  dear,	  what	  does	  this	  ‘femininity’	  mean?	  I	  realize	  that	  a	  woman	  speaks	  in	  a	  
contralto	  and	  a	  man	  in	  a	  baritone,	  but	  what	  follows	  from	  that?	  Is	  it	  really	  worth	  going	  on	  about	  it	  just	  
so	  that	  we	  stay	  contraltos?	  Is	  it	  really	  worth	  entreating	  us?	  Why	  is	  everyone	  trying	  so	  hard	  to	  
convince	  us	  to	  remain	  feminine?	  Isn’t	  that	  silly,	  my	  dear?”	  
	   -­‐-­‐Exchange	  between	  Lopukhov	  and	  Vera	  Pavlovna	  in	  Nikolai	  Chernyshevsky’s	  seminal	  1863	  
novel	  What	  Is	  To	  Be	  Done?1	  
	  
	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  
Opera	  singers	  often	  joke	  that	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  in	  French,	  German,	  and	  Italian	  
opera	  never	  play	  conventional	  romantic	  heroines,	  but	  only	  “witches,	  bitches,	  and	  
britches.”2	  As	  this	  doggerel	  rhyme	  implies,	  women	  with	  lower	  voices	  are	  sonically	  
marked	  either	  as	  unfeminine	  (which	  is	  perhaps	  not	  surprising	  given	  the	  proximity	  
of	  their	  vocal	  range	  to	  the	  standard	  male	  range)	  or,	  less	  explicably,	  as	  feminine	  in	  a	  
way	  that	  is	  socially	  unacceptable.	  Yet	  although	  they	  are	  often	  unconventional,	  they	  
are	  also	  cast	  as	  characters	  who	  behave	  in	  the	  most	  strictly	  circumscribed	  ways,	  such	  
as	  confidantes	  and	  servants	  who	  serve	  exclusively	  as	  a	  sounding-­‐board	  for	  the	  
soprano	  heroine.	  The	  lower-­‐voiced	  woman	  is	  forced	  into	  a	  paradoxical	  dual	  identity	  
as	  the	  despised	  or	  exoticized	  Other	  who	  stands	  outside	  the	  social	  order	  and	  the	  
invisible,	  subservient	  creature	  on	  whose	  labor	  that	  very	  order	  is	  built.	  
	   Russian	  opera	  is	  kinder	  to	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  than	  many	  other	  national	  
traditions	  in	  that	  it	  features	  them	  more	  prominently.	  The	  epigraph	  of	  this	  chapter	  
suggests	  the	  reason	  why:	  in	  addition	  to	  its	  colorful	  1860s	  feminist	  sensibility,	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Nikolai	  Chernyshevsky,	  What	  Is	  To	  Be	  Done?	  (Moscow:	  Khudozhestvennaya	  literatura,	  1985),	  111.	  
This	  seminal	  novel—and	  especially	  its	  heroine,	  Vera	  Pavlovna—inspired	  numerous	  members	  of	  the	  
intelligentsia	  to	  reject	  existing	  social	  roles	  and	  try	  to	  find	  solutions	  to	  working-­‐class	  problems	  such	  
as	  poverty	  and	  miserable	  working	  conditions.	  
	  
2	  A	  phrase	  of	  unknown	  origin	  that	  is	  widely	  used	  to	  described	  mezzo	  characters.	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passage	  reveals	  the	  striking	  assumption	  that	  most	  women	  are,	  in	  terms	  of	  their	  
natural	  voices,	  contraltos.3	  This	  assumption	  stands	  in	  sharp	  contrast	  to	  the	  Western	  
European	  operatic	  tradition,	  in	  which	  the	  vast	  majority	  of	  roles	  are	  composed	  for	  
sopranos.	  
	   Yet	  although	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  could	  plausibly	  be	  considered	  the	  
default	  female	  vocal	  ranges	  in	  Russian	  opera,	  they—like	  their	  Western	  European	  
counterparts—were	  virtually	  excluded	  from	  playing	  the	  most	  common	  type	  of	  
principal	  female	  character:	  the	  romantic	  lead.	  Instead,	  they	  played	  either	  characters	  
who	  are	  not	  sexually	  desired	  by	  the	  male	  protagonist	  (for	  example,	  mothers,	  
abandoned	  mistresses,	  and	  young	  men),	  or	  characters	  who	  are	  so	  desired	  but	  are	  
ethnically	  “Other”	  and	  therefore	  taboo.	  How	  might	  we	  account	  for	  this	  puzzling	  
tendency	  to	  make	  the	  “normal”	  female	  voice	  also	  signify	  everything	  that	  is	  sexually	  
unappealing	  or	  taboo?	  Very	  simply,	  women	  who	  do	  not	  fit	  a	  given	  society’s	  ideal	  of	  
the	  “desirable”	  woman	  are	  more	  common	  than	  those	  who	  do.	  Insofar	  as	  the	  quest	  
for	  an	  ideal	  is	  a	  quest	  for	  something	  more	  appealing	  than	  humdrum	  reality,	  non-­‐
ideal	  women	  in	  fact	  provide	  the	  condition	  of	  possibility	  for	  that	  idealization.	  The	  
young	  soprano	  romantic	  lead—the	  ideal—is	  therefore	  often	  contrasted	  with	  an	  
older,	  less	  attractive,	  or	  less	  congenial	  lower-­‐voiced	  woman.	  And	  because	  ideals	  are	  
not	  stable	  or	  universally	  held,	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  would	  come	  to	  provide	  
alternative	  ideals	  for	  certain	  sectors	  of	  Russian	  society.	  Those	  alternative	  ideals	  and	  
the	  vocality	  that	  embodies	  them	  are	  the	  subject	  of	  this	  chapter.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  In	  the	  novel,	  Vera	  Pavlovna	  is	  an	  accomplished	  classical	  singer;	  therefore	  we	  may	  assume	  that	  her	  
statements	  about	  vocality	  are	  informed.	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   “Alternative”	  is	  a	  key	  word	  not	  just	  for	  Russian	  mezzo	  characters,	  but	  for	  
Russian	  (and	  other	  Eastern	  European)	  singers	  on	  the	  recent	  international	  scene.	  All	  
but	  unknown	  in	  the	  West	  before	  the	  fall	  of	  the	  Iron	  Curtain,	  they	  have	  since	  flocked	  
to	  international	  stages.	  After	  making	  their	  mark	  in	  Russian	  roles,	  they	  quickly	  
conquered	  the	  Verdi	  repertoire	  as	  well	  as	  heavier	  French	  roles.	  Yet	  they	  have	  not	  
entirely	  assimilated:	  their	  singing	  is	  still	  heard	  as	  Eastern	  European,	  as	  somehow	  
distinct	  from	  the	  homogeneous	  international	  style	  that	  currently	  dominates	  the	  
opera	  world.	  Of	  Met	  stalwart	  mezzo	  Olga	  Borodina,	  Adam	  Wasserman	  of	  Opera	  
News	  opines:	  	  
	   The	  essence	  of	  Borodina's	  rich	  instrument	  is	  a	  brasslike	  alloy	  seemingly	  wrapped	  in	  sheaths	  
	   of	  cooler,	  more	  pliable	  metals...[W]hile	  some	  might	  question	  the	  idiomatic	  appropriateness	  
	   of	  other	  Russian	  singers	  attempting	  Gallic	  temptresses	  such	  as	  Carmen	  or	  Dalila,	  it's	  the	  
	   sillage	  of	  a	  distinctly	  Slavic	  fatalism	  inherent	  in	  Borodina's	  instrument	  that	  creates	  the	  
	   emotional	  honesty	  of	  her	  signature	  roles.4	  	  
	  
Her	  very	  timbre,	  Wasserman	  would	  have	  us	  believe,	  is	  Slavically	  fatalistic.	  Borodina	  
herself	  furthers	  this	  perception	  by	  giving	  voice	  to	  the	  resigned	  attitude	  that	  Western	  
observers	  often	  associate	  with	  Russians:	  	  
	   I	  have	  just	  lived	  my	  life…I	  have	  not	  pursued	  my	  career—my	  career	  has	  pursued	  me.	  I	  have	  
	   just	  worked…This	  is	  my	  fate,	  what	  I’m	  destined	  for.	  I’m	  communicating	  what	  has	  been	  given	  
	   to	  me,	  fulfilling	  my	  mission,	  to	  bring	  my	  gift	  to	  the	  people.5	  
	  
Although	  one	  might	  critique	  the	  claim	  that	  timbre	  alone	  can	  convey	  a	  nationality	  or	  
a	  worldview,	  we	  should	  not	  dismiss	  the	  mythology	  of	  a	  Russian	  fatalistic	  vocality	  
out	  of	  hand—in	  fact,	  it	  would	  be	  illuminating	  to	  investigate	  why	  this	  stereotype	  
arose	  in	  the	  first	  place.	  This	  chapter	  will	  show	  that	  the	  life	  experiences	  of	  many	  
nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  made	  them	  gravitate	  to	  certain	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  Adam	  Wasserman,	  “The	  2007	  Opera	  News	  Awards:	  Olga	  Borodina,”	  Opera	  News	  72.7	  (Jan.,	  2008):	  
16-­‐17.	  
	  
5	  Ibid.,	  17.	  
	  224	  
kinds	  of	  roles	  (and	  made	  composers	  gravitate	  toward	  writing	  certain	  kinds	  of	  roles	  
for	  them).	  Ultimately,	  I	  will	  argue	  that	  the	  current	  stereotype	  of	  the	  deep-­‐voiced,	  
fatalistic	  Russian	  mezzo	  was	  formed	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century.	  
	   The	  modern	  Russian	  mezzo	  sound	  and	  its	  various	  connotations	  came	  about	  
through	  the	  combined	  efforts	  of	  composers,	  singers,	  directors,	  theater	  bureaucrats,	  
and	  teachers.	  I	  focus	  on	  the	  role	  of	  singers	  in	  this	  process	  because	  their	  
contributions	  to	  specific	  operas	  are	  of	  utmost	  importance	  but	  have	  received	  much	  
less	  attention	  than	  those	  of	  composers	  or	  directors.	  This	  chapter	  considers	  both	  
mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  because	  they	  frequently	  sang	  the	  same	  roles;	  insisting	  on	  a	  
clear	  distinction	  between	  the	  two	  is	  generally	  counterproductive.	  Indeed,	  one	  
reason	  why	  today’s	  Russian	  “mezzo”	  voices	  are	  heard	  by	  Westerners	  as	  unusually	  
deep	  may	  be	  that	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russians	  developed	  a	  somewhat	  different	  
taxonomy	  of	  voice-­‐type	  from	  that	  of	  Western	  Europe,	  specifically	  a	  more	  bottom-­‐
heavy	  conception	  of	  the	  female	  voice.6	  
	   Just	  as	  Russian	  operatic	  culture	  imported	  the	  West’s	  sonic	  taxonomy	  but	  then	  
developed	  its	  own	  distinctive	  version,	  so	  it	  also	  imported	  a	  set	  of	  dramaturgical	  
conventions,	  including	  stock	  characters,	  but	  then	  gradually	  modified	  them.	  This	  
process	  accounts	  for	  certain	  distinctive	  features	  of	  the	  characters	  who	  are	  played	  by	  
mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  in	  Russian	  opera:	  trouser	  roles	  often	  lack	  the	  flamboyant	  
amorousness	  of	  their	  Franco-­‐Italian	  counterparts;	  maternal	  figures	  are	  unusually	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  The	  Italian	  terms	  soprano	  and	  mezzo-­‐soprano	  encapsulate	  the	  eighteenth-­‐century	  Western	  
perception	  of	  mezzos	  as	  being	  a	  kind	  of	  soprano,	  and	  thus	  being	  closer	  to	  the	  soprano	  range	  than	  to	  
the	  contralto	  range.	  In	  Russia,	  however,	  the	  frequent	  casting	  of	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  in	  the	  same	  
roles	  suggests	  that	  these	  imported	  labels	  of	  voice-­‐type	  do	  not	  always	  accurately	  describe	  Russian	  
opera	  professionals’	  conceptions	  of	  vocality.	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prominent;	  both	  heroines	  and	  antiheroines	  engage	  in	  a	  degree	  of	  onstage	  physical	  
violence	  rarely	  matched	  by	  the	  female	  characters	  of	  other	  countries.7	  These	  
differences	  suggest	  that	  Russian	  composers	  did	  not	  simply	  import	  fixed	  character	  
types	  from	  the	  West,	  but	  altered	  them	  in	  accordance	  with	  their	  own	  perceptions	  of	  
female	  behavior	  in	  their	  society.	  This	  in	  turn	  suggests	  that	  these	  character	  types	  
have	  something	  to	  tell	  us	  something	  about	  the	  social	  expectations	  and	  realities	  of	  
the	  time.	  This,	  in	  turn,	  leads	  to	  the	  following	  questions:	  who	  were	  the	  real-­‐life	  
witches,	  bitches,	  and	  britches-­‐wearing	  women	  in	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russia?	  Why	  
did	  they	  capture	  the	  imagination	  of	  opera	  composers	  and	  audiences?	  How	  might	  we	  
read	  opera	  plots	  and	  scores	  for	  traces	  of	  their	  activity?	  
	   The	  social	  development	  most	  obviously	  linked	  to	  non-­‐normative	  femininity	  
was	  the	  women’s	  movement.	  From	  the	  1860s	  on,	  the	  middle	  and	  upper	  classes	  in	  
Russia	  wrestled	  with	  the	  “woman	  question”:	  that	  is,	  the	  question	  of	  what	  role	  (if	  
any)	  women	  should	  play	  in	  the	  public	  sphere.	  Unlike	  the	  feminists	  of	  a	  century	  later,	  
the	  Russian	  feminists	  of	  the	  1860s	  and	  70s	  did	  not	  generally	  press	  to	  change	  
traditional	  marriage	  and	  domestic	  practices.	  Instead,	  they	  argued	  that	  access	  to	  
higher	  education	  and	  professional	  training	  would	  give	  women	  the	  tools	  to	  make	  
themselves	  useful	  to	  society	  outside	  the	  home.	  Their	  campaign	  was	  initially	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  I	  am	  thinking	  in	  particular	  of	  Joan	  of	  Arc’s	  combat	  with	  Lionel	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  Orleanskaya	  deva	  
(1881)	  and	  Marfa’s	  self-­‐defense	  with	  a	  knife	  in	  Musorgsky’s	  Khovanshchina	  (1886),	  which	  I	  will	  
discuss	  later	  in	  more	  detail.	  Violent	  Franco-­‐Italian	  characters	  such	  as	  Lucia,	  Carmen,	  and	  Azucena	  do	  
their	  deeds	  offstage.	  So	  far	  as	  I	  know,	  the	  first	  onstage	  murder	  by	  a	  woman	  in	  Western	  European	  
opera	  is	  committed	  by	  Tosca	  (1900).	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successful:	  for	  example,	  by	  the	  end	  of	  the	  1870s,	  Russia	  had	  more	  female	  doctors	  
than	  any	  other	  European	  country.8	  	  
	   Hard-­‐working	  professionals,	  however,	  don’t	  make	  for	  scintillating	  opera	  
plots.	  Much	  more	  picturesque	  were	  the	  radicals	  of	  the	  1870s	  and	  early	  80s,	  who	  
agitated	  not	  primarily	  for	  women’s	  rights	  but	  for	  the	  rights	  of	  workers	  and	  peasants.	  
Forsaking	  their	  comfortable	  gentry	  existence	  to	  preach	  the	  gospel	  of	  revolution	  to	  
the	  lower	  classes,	  these	  women	  intriguingly	  reformulated	  the	  Romantic	  ideal	  of	  the	  
self-­‐sacrificial	  heroine:	  they	  sacrificed	  themselves	  not	  for	  the	  good	  of	  a	  man,	  but	  for	  
the	  good	  of	  society.	  Yet	  many	  of	  them	  were	  just	  as	  willing	  to	  sacrifice	  others.	  After	  
their	  propaganda	  efforts	  backfired	  among	  the	  apathetic	  peasantry,	  many	  radicals	  
turned	  to	  terrorism.	  Women	  played	  active	  roles	  in	  planning	  and	  executing	  
assassination	  attempts	  which	  sometimes	  garnered	  public	  admiration:	  for	  example,	  
Vera	  Zasulich,	  who	  in	  1877	  shot	  and	  almost	  killed	  a	  widely	  hated	  governor	  of	  St.	  
Petersburg	  in	  circumstances	  that	  left	  no	  doubt	  of	  her	  guilt,	  was	  acquitted	  by	  a	  
sympathetic	  jury.9	  	  Late	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  opera	  is	  full	  of	  mezzos	  who	  
wield	  weapons	  and	  defy	  authority	  figures.	  Because	  their	  violence	  is	  almost	  always	  
politically	  tinged,	  it	  seems	  plausible	  to	  suggest	  that	  Russian	  composers	  were	  not	  
only	  importing	  the	  Franco-­‐Italian	  stock	  character	  of	  the	  unscrupulous	  mezzo,	  but	  
also	  responding	  to	  the	  sensational	  exploits	  of	  their	  countrywomen.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  See	  Chapter	  2,	  “The	  Birth	  of	  the	  Women	  Question”	  in	  Richard	  Stites,	  The	  Women’s	  Liberation	  
Movement	  in	  Russia:	  Feminism,	  Nihilism,	  and	  Bolshevism,	  1860-­‐1930	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  
Press,	  1991).	  	  
	  
9	  Stites,	  chapter	  5,	  “The	  Radical	  Response.”	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   Beyond	  simply	  charting	  correlations	  between	  broad	  social	  developments	  and	  
opera	  plots,	  however,	  a	  biographical	  study	  of	  the	  singers	  who	  created	  the	  major	  
mezzo	  roles	  provides	  concrete	  data	  about	  the	  evolution	  of	  women’s	  social	  and	  
professional	  options,	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  that	  evolution	  affected	  singers’	  performance	  
practices,	  and	  the	  influence	  of	  those	  practices	  on	  composers	  who	  would	  later	  write	  
roles	  with	  specific	  singers	  in	  mind.	  As	  women	  who	  worked	  prominently	  in	  the	  
public	  sphere	  and	  regularly	  clashed	  with	  overbearing	  theatrical	  bureaucrats,	  they	  
stood	  at	  the	  nexus	  between	  formidable	  female	  characters	  onstage	  and	  the	  offstage	  
female	  intelligenty	  (members	  of	  the	  intelligentsia)	  who	  were	  eagerly	  testing	  the	  
boundaries	  of	  social	  acceptability	  through	  gainful	  employment,	  defiance	  of	  authority	  
figures,	  and,	  in	  some	  cases,	  radical	  politics.	  Where	  appropriate,	  I	  will	  also	  
occasionally	  delve	  into	  the	  careers	  of	  influential	  women	  who	  were	  not	  opera	  singers	  
but	  rather	  actresses,	  patrons	  of	  the	  arts,	  and	  relatives	  of	  singers.	  By	  examining	  the	  
lives	  of	  low-­‐voiced	  female	  singers	  and	  other	  women	  who	  participated	  in	  the	  arts,	  we	  
can	  better	  understand	  how	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  characters	  embodied	  the	  social	  
trends	  of	  their	  time.10	  	   	  
	   But	  here	  we	  also	  run	  into	  a	  problem:	  what	  about	  sopranos?	  If	  sopranos	  
operated	  in	  the	  same	  professional	  climate	  as	  mezzos	  yet	  created	  characters	  who	  
were	  so	  consistently	  different	  from	  them,	  is	  it	  really	  apposite	  to	  argue	  for	  a	  causal	  
link	  between	  women’s	  career	  paths	  and	  operatic	  characters?	  It	  is,	  because	  sopranos	  
and	  mezzos	  did	  not	  face	  the	  same	  professional	  challenges	  and	  elicited	  very	  different	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10	  This	  approach	  is	  inspired	  by	  the	  recent	  turn	  toward	  singers	  in	  Franco-­‐Italian	  opera	  studies.	  See	  
Susan	  Rutherford,	  The	  Prima	  Donna	  and	  Opera	  1815-­‐1930	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  
2006).	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kinds	  of	  reception.	  For	  example,	  sopranos	  tended	  to	  be	  described	  by	  reviewers	  in	  
terms	  of	  their	  physical	  beauty	  and	  femininity11,	  while,	  as	  we	  shall	  see,	  mezzos	  drew	  
more	  attention	  (both	  positive	  and	  negative)	  for	  their	  forceful	  personalities.	  The	  
difference	  between	  sopranos	  and	  mezzos	  was	  not	  just	  sonic,	  but	  visual	  and	  
behavioral—and	  much	  of	  it	  lay	  in	  the	  eyes	  and	  ears	  of	  the	  beholder.	  	  	  
	   Because	  sound	  remained	  the	  primary	  signifier	  of	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  
characters’	  non-­‐normativity,	  I	  will	  devote	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  space	  in	  this	  chapter	  to	  the	  
various	  lower-­‐voiced	  female	  “sounds”	  that	  were	  available	  to	  listeners	  in	  the	  
nineteenth	  century.	  Today,	  Western	  audiences	  associate	  Russian	  mezzos	  with	  a	  
particular	  depth	  and	  fullness	  that	  set	  them	  apart	  from	  the	  almost-­‐soprano	  Frederica	  
von	  Stades	  and	  Cecilia	  Bartolis	  of	  other	  national	  traditions.	  These	  distinctive	  
qualities	  are	  frequently	  mentioned	  in	  nineteenth-­‐century	  performance	  reviews	  as	  
well,	  but	  fail	  to	  convey	  a	  complete	  description	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  mezzo	  
varieties.	  Such	  a	  description	  ignores,	  in	  particular,	  the	  agile	  bel	  canto	  contralto	  that	  
held	  sway	  in	  the	  1830s	  and	  40s,	  the	  vocal	  rapprochement	  of	  sopranos	  and	  mezzos	  
between	  1855	  and	  1875,	  which	  was	  discussed	  in	  Chapter	  1,	  and	  the	  aged	  or	  
damaged	  voices	  that	  influenced	  the	  trend	  toward	  the	  ascetic,	  non-­‐virtuosic	  “realist”	  
style	  of	  Musorgsky.	  	  
	   	  Unfortunately,	  primary	  and	  secondary	  sources	  are	  more	  elusive	  for	  mezzos	  
and	  contraltos	  than	  for	  any	  other	  voice	  type.	  I	  have	  had	  to	  rely	  on	  performance	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11	  A	  typical	  example	  of	  this	  can	  be	  found	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  review	  of	  the	  touring	  Swedish	  soprano	  
Christina	  Nilsson,	  the	  likely	  inspiration	  for	  the	  ethereal	  character	  of	  Christine	  Daaé	  in	  Gaston	  
Leroux’s	  1910	  novel	  The	  Phantom	  of	  the	  Opera:	  “Nilsson	  is	  the	  embodiment	  of	  poetic	  womanhood”	  as	  
defined	  by	  Ophelia	  and	  Goethe’s	  Marguerite.	  See	  “Pyatoe	  simfonicheskoe	  sobranie.	  Ital’yanskaya	  
opera”	  (originally	  printed	  8	  December	  1872)	  in	  Chaikovsky,	  Muzykal’no-­‐kriticheskie	  stat’i,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  
Shcherbakova,	  4th	  ed.	  (Leningrad:	  Muzyka,	  1986),	  92.	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reviews,	  composers’	  descriptions,	  biographies	  of	  male	  colleagues	  that	  discuss	  
mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  interstitially,	  and	  these	  women’s	  own	  brief	  memoirs.	  While	  
lower-­‐voiced	  women	  receive	  good	  coverage	  in	  encyclopedias	  such	  as	  A.	  M.	  
Pruzhansky’s	  monumental	  1991	  Otechestvennye	  pevtsy	  1750-­‐1917	  (Singers	  of	  the	  
Fatherland	  1750-­‐1917)	  and	  histories	  of	  opera	  singers	  such	  as	  Mikhail	  L’vov’s	  1964	  Iz	  
istorii	  vokal’nogo	  iskusstva	  (On	  the	  History	  of	  Vocal	  Art),	  none	  is	  the	  subject	  of	  a	  full-­‐
length	  biography	  or	  even	  an	  annotated	  collection	  of	  personal	  documents.	  Copious	  
photographs	  from	  the	  1860s	  on	  survive	  in	  reprinted	  form,	  but	  my	  sources	  do	  not	  
provide	  precise	  dates	  or	  provenance	  for	  most	  of	  them.	  Few	  turn-­‐of-­‐the-­‐century	  
mezzos	  left	  behind	  sound	  recordings;	  it	  seems	  that	  they	  did	  not	  receive	  as	  much	  
access	  to	  new	  media	  as	  singers	  of	  other	  voice-­‐types.	  Having	  been	  associated	  for	  
much	  of	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  century	  with	  female	  emancipation	  and	  female	  political	  
radicalism,	  the	  lower	  female	  voice	  and	  the	  “problematic”	  women	  associated	  with	  it	  
(both	  in	  the	  operatic	  world	  and	  outside	  of	  it)	  were	  finally	  suppressed	  and	  relegated	  
to	  a	  subservient	  status.	  The	  means	  by	  which	  this	  was	  accomplished	  include	  the	  fin-­‐
de-­‐siècle	  crackdown	  on	  women’s	  education,	  the	  purging	  of	  star	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  
singers	  who	  challenged	  the	  status	  quo	  of	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters,	  and	  (due	  to	  the	  
consequent	  dearth	  of	  outstanding	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos)	  the	  eventual	  trend	  away	  
from	  writing	  principal	  roles	  for	  the	  lower	  female	  voice.	  	  	  
	   Besides	  the	  lack	  of	  documentation,	  another	  significant	  challenge	  in	  
constructing	  a	  narrative	  about	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  activity	  is	  that	  these	  voice-­‐types	  
were	  associated	  with	  a	  rich	  array	  of	  stock	  characters—perhaps	  a	  more	  diverse	  array	  
than	  any	  other	  voice-­‐type.	  Ranging	  from	  nubile	  young	  women	  to	  mature	  matrons	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and	  teenage	  boys,	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  cannot	  be	  reduced	  to	  a	  single	  kind	  of	  
character	  that	  evolved	  in	  a	  linear	  or	  dialectical	  fashion	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  period,	  
as	  I	  have	  argued	  was	  the	  case	  for	  sopranos.	  This	  variety	  makes	  it	  impossible	  to	  write	  
a	  narrative	  that	  shows	  a	  neat,	  schematic	  development	  of	  lower-­‐voiced	  female	  
vocality.	  Nonetheless,	  we	  can	  follow	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  certain	  kinds	  of	  roles	  did	  
evolve	  in	  response	  to	  real-­‐life	  social	  developments	  through	  the	  later	  nineteenth	  
century.	  The	  primary	  thread	  that	  I	  have	  chosen	  to	  focus	  on	  is	  that	  of	  female	  
emancipation	  and	  the	  increased	  involvement	  of	  women	  in	  public	  life	  and	  political	  
activism.	  If	  soprano	  heroines	  represent	  the	  more	  easily	  tolerated	  aspects	  of	  these	  
social	  developments,	  bold	  mezzos	  and	  contralto	  characters	  represent	  its	  more	  
threatening	  aspects.	  	  
	  
Anna	  Vorobyova,	  Glinka,	  and	  Trouser	  Roles	  
The	  connection	  between	  the	  lower	  female	  voice	  and	  female	  emancipation	  arose	  only	  
gradually.	  Initially,	  this	  voice-­‐type	  was	  associated	  with	  a	  disguise	  or	  subversive	  
display	  of	  the	  female	  singing	  body	  in	  the	  form	  of	  trouser	  roles,	  in	  accordance	  with	  
the	  operatic	  tradition	  which	  Russia	  imported	  from	  Italy.	  Such	  disguise	  is	  the	  first	  
step	  in	  female	  emancipation,	  since	  it	  allows	  women	  to	  abandon	  socially	  constructed	  
models	  of	  femininity	  if	  they	  are	  willing	  to	  sing	  and	  display	  themselves	  as	  men.	  
However	  difficult	  that	  was	  in	  practice,	  these	  trouser	  roles	  became	  implicated	  in	  
broader	  changes	  in	  female	  social	  roles	  because	  they	  enabled	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  first	  
Russian	  contralto	  celebrity,	  Anna	  Vorobyova	  (1817-­‐1901),	  who	  molded	  an	  
unpromising	  role	  into	  a	  star	  vehicle,	  raised	  awareness	  of	  lower	  female	  voices,	  and	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established	  a	  tradition	  of	  collaboration	  between	  composers	  and	  lower-­‐voiced	  
women.	  	  
	  
Fig.	  1,	  Anna	  Vorobyova,	  painted	  by	  Karl	  Briullov,	  1841.	  Reproduced	  in	  Galina	  
Leontyeva,	  Karl	  Briullov:	  The	  Painter	  of	  Russian	  Romanticism,	  trans.	  Peter	  
Deviatkin	  and	  Alla	  Zagrebina	  (Bournemouth:	  Parkstone,	  1996),	  plate	  51.	  The	  
Russian	  Museum,	  St.	  Petersburg.	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Her	  efforts	  to	  sing	  like	  a	  man	  took	  a	  great	  personal	  toll	  on	  her,	  but	  her	  achievements	  
set	  the	  stage	  for	  later	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  roles	  that	  would	  more	  directly	  incarnate	  
growing	  perceptions	  of	  female	  agency.	  	  
	   At	  first	  glance,	  there	  seem	  to	  be	  very	  few	  trouser	  roles	  in	  Russian	  opera,	  a	  
perception	  consistent	  with	  the	  fact	  that	  this	  repertoire	  was	  created	  after	  the	  heyday	  
of	  operatic	  travesty	  in	  the	  eighteenth	  and	  early	  nineteenth	  centuries.	  The	  only	  one	  
who	  is	  widely	  known	  in	  the	  standard	  repertoire	  is	  Boris	  Godunov’s	  son	  Fyodor,	  
whom	  directors	  today	  increasingly	  prefer	  to	  cast	  as	  a	  young	  boy.	  Yet	  once	  one	  starts	  
to	  dig	  past	  the	  standard	  repertoire,	  one	  finds	  trouser	  roles	  everywhere:	  in	  operas	  by	  
Glinka,	  Serov,	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  and	  above	  all	  Chaikovsky.	  	  
	   What	  are	  cross-­‐dressed	  singers	  doing	  in	  these	  operas?	  That	  is,	  what	  did	  
composers,	  librettists,	  and	  performers	  intend	  to	  communicate	  with	  the	  portrayal	  of	  
characters	  who	  fell	  outside	  the	  two-­‐gender	  model	  that	  undergirded	  nineteenth-­‐
century	  European	  society?	  Many	  convincing	  claims	  have	  been	  made	  about	  the	  queer	  
and	  feminist	  resonances	  of	  travesty	  in	  Franco-­‐Italian	  opera;	  the	  convention	  of	  a	  
woman	  in	  travesty	  romancing	  the	  heroine	  might	  be	  read	  as	  an	  expression	  of	  
homoeroticism,	  for	  example.12	  To	  what	  extent	  are	  these	  claims	  relevant	  for	  Russian	  
opera?	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12	  See	  Corinne	  E.	  Blackmer	  and	  Patricia	  Juliana	  Smith,	  En	  Travesti:	  Women,	  Gender	  Subversion,	  Opera	  
(New	  York:	  Columbia	  University	  Press,	  1995);	  Heather	  Hadlock,	  “The	  Career	  of	  Cherubino,	  or	  the	  
Trouser	  Role	  Grows	  Up”	  in	  Siren	  Songs:	  Representations	  of	  Gender	  and	  Sexuality	  in	  Opera,	  ed.	  Mary	  
Ann	  Smart	  (Princeton,	  2000),	  67-­‐92;	  Hadlock,	  “Women	  Playing	  Men	  in	  Italian	  Opera,	  1810-­‐1835”	  in	  
Women’s	  Voices	  Across	  Musical	  Worlds,	  ed.	  Jane	  A.	  Bernstein	  (Boston:	  Northeastern	  University,	  2004),	  
285-­‐307;	  Naomi	  André,	  Voicing	  Gender:	  Castrati,	  Travesti,	  and	  the	  Second	  Woman	  in	  Early-­‐Nineteenth-­‐
Century	  Italian	  Opera	  (Bloomington:	  Indiana	  University	  Press,	  2006).	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   Let	  us	  consider	  the	  foundational	  trouser	  role	  in	  this	  repertoire:	  Vanya,	  the	  
orphan	  boy	  adopted	  by	  the	  heroic	  bass	  protagonist	  Ivan	  Susanin	  in	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya	  
(A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar,	  1836).	  Unlike	  a	  typical	  teenage	  boy	  of	  late	  eighteenth-­‐century	  
Italian	  opera	  such	  as	  Cherubino	  or	  of	  contemporaneous	  French	  opera	  such	  as	  the	  
page	  Urbain	  in	  Les	  Huguenots	  (1836),	  he	  lacks	  a	  love	  interest	  and	  does	  not	  act	  as	  a	  
go-­‐between	  for	  another	  pair	  of	  lovers.	  In	  other	  words,	  he	  demonstrates	  no	  romantic	  
or	  sexual	  inclinations.	  Thus	  it	  would	  appear	  that	  Glinka	  and	  his	  team	  of	  librettists	  
had	  an	  entirely	  different	  goal	  in	  creating	  the	  character.	  	  
	   The	  most	  obvious	  of	  these	  goals	  was	  to	  burnish	  the	  patriarchal	  credentials	  of	  
the	  all-­‐important	  bass	  Susanin.	  What	  better	  way	  to	  portray	  this	  iconic	  hero	  as	  an	  
ideal	  father	  than	  by	  giving	  him	  a	  vulnerable	  child?	  (Musorgsky	  would	  later	  use	  the	  
same	  tactic	  to	  humanize	  the	  regicidal	  Boris	  Godunov.)	  The	  fact	  that	  Vanya	  is	  
adopted	  further	  enhances	  Susanin’s	  moral	  stature	  as	  a	  man	  who	  is	  willing	  to	  take	  on	  
more	  than	  his	  share	  of	  responsibilities.	  This	  decision	  to	  sacrifice	  his	  resources	  for	  a	  
non-­‐family	  member	  prefigures	  his	  heroic	  sacrifice	  for	  Russia.	  Thus	  Vanya	  appears	  to	  
signify	  little	  in	  and	  of	  himself;	  rather,	  he	  functions	  to	  reinforce	  the	  father	  figure.	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Fig.	  2,	  Olga	  Shreder-­‐Napravnik	  (1844-­‐1902)	  as	  Vanya,	  photograph	  taken	  
between	  1863	  and	  1873.13	  Reproduced	  in	  A.	  M.	  Pruzhansky,	  Otechestvennye	  
pevtsy	  1750-­‐1917,	  2	  vols.	  (Moscow:	  Sovetskii	  kompozitor,	  1991),	  II,	  155.	  
	  
	   Yet	  a	  striking	  coincidence	  suggests	  that	  there	  is	  more	  to	  the	  orphan	  boy	  than	  
meets	  the	  eye.	  The	  plot	  revolves	  around	  Susanin’s	  efforts	  to	  protect	  the	  tsar-­‐elect,	  
Mikhail	  Romanov	  (r.	  1613-­‐1645),	  from	  Polish	  invaders.	  Mikhail	  never	  appears—and	  
an	  imperial	  decree	  in	  the	  following	  year	  would	  ban	  the	  representation	  of	  tsars	  
onstage14—but	  the	  audience	  would	  have	  known	  that	  the	  historical	  figure	  was	  only	  
seventeen	  at	  the	  time	  of	  his	  accession	  to	  the	  throne.	  In	  other	  words,	  the	  absent	  
Mikhail	  would	  have	  been	  approximately	  the	  same	  age	  as	  Vanya.	  Might	  we	  not	  see	  
the	  orphan	  as	  a	  covert	  allusion	  to	  the	  vulnerable	  young	  tsar?	  If	  so,	  Susanin’s	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13	  No	  photographs	  of	  Vorobyova’s	  performances	  survive,	  which	  is	  unsurprising	  given	  that	  her	  career	  
ended	  in	  1846.	  
	  
14	  See	  David	  Lloyd-­‐Jones,	  Boris	  Godunov:	  The	  Facts	  and	  the	  Problems	  (Oxford:	  Oxford	  University	  Press,	  
1975),	  13,	  16.	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unselfish	  love	  for	  this	  adopted	  boy	  mirrors	  his	  self-­‐sacrificial	  love	  for	  his	  country’s	  
ruler,	  bolstering	  the	  opera’s	  linkage	  of	  patriarchal	  values	  and	  patriotism.	  	  
	   However,	  Glinka’s	  original	  intention	  of	  making	  Vanya	  merely	  a	  passive	  
appendage	  to	  his	  foster	  father	  was	  complicated	  by	  the	  influence	  of	  the	  contralto	  
who	  first	  sang	  the	  role,	  Anna	  Vorobyova,	  the	  soon-­‐to-­‐be	  wife	  of	  Osip	  Petrov,	  the	  
creator	  of	  Susanin.	  An	  associate	  of	  the	  internationally	  famous	  mezzo	  Pauline	  Viardot	  
and	  a	  veteran	  singer	  of	  decidedly	  non-­‐passive	  bel	  canto	  trouser	  roles	  such	  as	  Arsace	  
(from	  Rossini’s	  Semiramide),	  the	  eponymous	  hero	  of	  Rossini’s	  Tancredi,	  and	  Romeo	  
(from	  Bellini’s	  I	  Capuleti	  e	  i	  Montecchi),	  she	  brought	  an	  Italianate	  sensibility	  to	  her	  
performances	  that	  initially	  gave	  Glinka	  cause	  for	  concern.	  During	  the	  first	  run-­‐
through	  of	  the	  character’s	  Act	  III	  aria,	  she	  recounts,	  
Glinka	  turned	  to	  me	  with	  the	  following	  words:	  “Mlle	  Vorobyova,	  I	  must	  confess	  that	  I	  am	  an	  enemy	  of	  
Italian	  music;	  I	  hear	  falseness	  in	  it	  at	  every	  step;	  and	  therefore,	  upon	  my	  arrival	  in	  Petersburg,	  I	  never	  
went	  even	  once	  to	  the	  Russian	  Opera15,	  though	  I	  know	  you	  recently	  did	  Semiramide	  with	  great	  
success.	  I	  hear	  from	  everyone	  that	  you	  have	  a	  true	  contralto	  and	  sing	  with	  great	  depth	  of	  feeling.	  In	  
view	  of	  that,	  I	  beg	  you	  to	  sing	  this	  little	  song	  from	  my	  opera,	  which	  I	  have	  brought	  along,	  without	  any	  
feeling	  at	  all.”	  
	   This	  amazed	  me,	  and	  I	  said	  to	  him:	  “Mikhail	  Ivanovich,	  I’m	  happy	  to	  oblige,	  but	  onstage	  I’m	  
accustomed	  to	  understanding	  clearly	  why	  I	  sing	  something	  in	  one	  way	  and	  not	  another;	  and	  so	  I	  beg	  
you	  to	  explain	  to	  me,	  what	  is	  it	  about	  this	  little	  song	  that	  elicits	  such	  apathy	  from	  Vanya?”	  
	   To	  that	  he	  replied:	  “I	  will	  explain	  it	  to	  you,	  Anna	  Yakovlevna:	  Vanya	  is	  an	  orphan	  who	  lives	  
with	  the	  Susanins,	  is	  sitting	  alone	  in	  the	  hut	  doing	  some	  light	  work,	  and	  is	  humming	  a	  little	  song	  to	  
himself,	  not	  attaching	  any	  importance	  to	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  words,	  but	  rather	  paying	  attention	  to	  his	  
work.”16	  
	  
Given	  that	  the	  song	  is	  about	  an	  orphaned	  baby	  bird	  and	  thus	  has	  obvious	  parallels	  to	  
Vanya’s	  life,	  Vorobyova	  might	  be	  forgiven	  for	  assuming	  that	  the	  song	  called	  for	  great	  
depth	  of	  feeling.	  However,	  Glinka	  wanted	  a	  rendition	  that	  was	  devoid	  of	  the	  drama	  
and	  emotional	  posturing	  that	  he	  associated	  with	  Italian	  opera,	  and	  she	  obliged.	  But	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15	  The	  Russian	  Opera	  troupe	  performed	  hardly	  any	  Russian	  operas	  (since	  hardly	  any	  existed	  at	  the	  
time).	  Its	  repertoire	  consisted	  mainly	  of	  Italian	  opera	  in	  translation.	  
	  
16	  From	  Vorobyova’s	  reminiscences	  of	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,	  “K	  500-­‐mu	  predstavleniyu	  ‘Zhizni	  za	  tsarya”	  
in	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955),	  170.	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she	  had	  the	  last	  laugh.	  After	  her	  huge	  success	  in	  this	  relatively	  small	  role17,	  she	  
requested	  that	  Glinka	  add	  another	  scene	  for	  Vanya	  in	  time	  for	  the	  next	  season.	  He	  
needed	  little	  persuasion.	  According	  to	  her	  perhaps	  slightly	  fanciful	  account,	  he	  
finished	  composing	  the	  scene	  less	  than	  twenty-­‐four	  hours	  after	  the	  text	  had	  been	  
provided:	  	  
At	  nine	  o’clock	  in	  the	  morning	  there	  was	  a	  loud	  ring;	  I	  had	  not	  gotten	  up	  yet.	  “Goodness,”	  I	  thought,	  
“who	  can	  have	  come	  this	  early?”	  Suddenly	  someone	  knocked	  on	  the	  door	  of	  my	  room	  and	  I	  heard	  
Glinka’s	  voice:	  “Dear	  madam	  [Барынька18],	  get	  up	  at	  once,	  I	  have	  brought	  the	  new	  aria!”…I	  was	  
dumbfounded.	  When	  had	  he	  managed	  to	  write	  it?	  We	  only	  started	  talking	  about	  it	  yesterday!	  “Well,	  
Mikhail	  Ivanovich,”	  I	  said,	  “you	  are	  simply	  a	  magician!”19	  
	  
That	  scene	  became	  a	  permanent	  addition	  to	  the	  opera.	  
	   	  
	   In	  her	  recent	  study	  Changing	  the	  Score:	  Arias,	  Prima	  Donnas,	  and	  the	  
Authority	  of	  Performance,	  Hilary	  Poriss	  analyzes	  similar	  instances	  of	  aria	  insertion	  in	  
Franco-­‐Italian	  opera.	  She	  argues	  that	  this	  practice	  was	  the	  main	  way	  for	  opera	  
singers	  to	  assert	  a	  degree	  of	  control	  over	  a	  repertoire	  that	  was	  increasingly	  
dominated	  by	  the	  work-­‐concept—the	  idea	  that	  the	  operatic	  work,	  as	  created	  by	  the	  
librettist	  and	  composer,	  was	  a	  finished	  product	  that	  should	  be	  performed	  faithfully	  
by	  singers	  and	  not	  altered	  in	  any	  way.20	  The	  work-­‐concept	  grants	  the	  ultimate	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17	  The	  critic	  Odoyevsky	  said,	  “What	  of	  gospozha	  Vorobyova’s	  acting?	  It	  is	  hard	  to	  [say	  anything	  about	  
it]!	  With	  the	  performance	  of	  A	  Life	  for	  the	  Tsar	  she	  has	  gone	  beyond	  all	  judgment	  both	  in	  acting	  and	  
singing.	  One	  can	  only	  assure	  her	  of	  one	  thing,	  that	  the	  entire	  public	  unanimously	  adores	  the	  dear	  
little	  fledgling!”	  In	  Vladimir	  Odoyevsky,	  “Novaya	  russkaya	  opera:	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya.’”	  The	  critic	  Serov	  
recalled	  many	  years	  later	  that	  “Vorobyova	  sent	  us	  out	  of	  our	  minds.”	  See	  Aleksandr	  Serov,	  
“Vospominaniya	  o	  Mikhaile	  Ivanoviche	  Glinke,”	  originally	  written	  in	  1860.	  Both	  of	  these	  extracts	  can	  
be	  found	  in	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Moscow:	  Muzgiz,	  1955),	  332-­‐
36	  and	  66-­‐100.	  	  
	  
18A	  diminutive,	  affectionate	  term	  for	  a	  married	  woman	  that	  is	  difficult	  to	  translate.	  
	  
19	  Anna	  Vorobyova,	  “K	  500-­‐tomu	  prestavleniu	  ‘Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya’”	  in	  Glinka	  v	  vospominaniyakh	  
sovremennikov,	  ed.	  A.	  A.	  Orlova	  (Muzgiz,	  1955),	  173.	  
	  
20	  For	  a	  study	  of	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  work-­‐concept,	  see	  Lydia	  Goehr,	  The	  Imaginary	  Museum	  of	  Musical	  
Works:	  An	  Essay	  in	  the	  Philosophy	  of	  Music	  (Oxford	  and	  New	  York:	  Oxford	  University	  Press,	  2007).	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authority	  to	  the	  composer	  and	  turns	  the	  performers	  into	  servants	  of	  his	  intentions.	  
Poriss,	  one	  suspects,	  wishes	  to	  restore	  some	  of	  this	  creative	  authority	  to	  singers	  
today	  by	  showing	  that	  their	  forebears	  continued	  the	  widespread	  eighteenth-­‐century	  
practice	  of	  aria	  insertion	  well	  into	  the	  nineteenth	  century.21	  
	   I	  would	  like	  to	  make	  a	  similar	  claim	  on	  behalf	  of	  Vorobyova.	  Her	  assertion	  of	  
authority	  was	  less	  drastic,	  perhaps;	  she	  did	  not	  interpolate	  a	  random	  aria	  by	  
another	  composer	  as	  Maria	  Malibran	  and	  other	  early	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Western	  
European	  divas	  often	  did.	  Rather,	  she	  consulted	  with	  Glinka,	  the	  librettist	  Kukol’nik,	  
and	  her	  co-­‐star	  Petrov	  in	  order	  to	  come	  up	  with	  a	  dramatically	  logical	  scene	  for	  
Vanya.22	  But	  her	  influence	  can	  be	  seen,	  I	  would	  argue,	  in	  the	  vocal	  writing	  of	  the	  
second	  aria.	  Though	  it	  does	  not	  exhibit	  quite	  the	  level	  of	  bravura	  coloratura	  that	  can	  
be	  found	  in	  the	  heroic	  Italian	  trouser	  roles	  in	  which	  she	  excelled,	  it	  requires	  
significantly	  more	  agility	  than	  Vanya’s	  other	  music.	  This	  would	  seem	  to	  represent	  a	  
compromise	  on	  Glinka’s	  part	  with	  the	  Italianate	  vocal	  style	  which	  he	  professed	  to	  
dislike	  but	  which	  suited	  his	  favorite	  contralto	  so	  well.	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21	  Hilary	  Poriss,	  Changing	  the	  Score:	  Arias,	  Prima	  Donnas,	  and	  the	  Authority	  of	  Performance	  (Oxford:	  
Oxford	  University	  Press,	  2009).	  	  
	  















Fig.	  3,	  “Зажигайте	  огни”	  (“Light	  the	  Fires”)	  from	  Act	  IV	  of	  Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,	  2nd	  
verse	  to	  the	  end	  
	   	  
	   This	  aria,	  in	  tandem	  with	  contemporary	  descriptions,	  gives	  us	  some	  sense	  of	  
what	  Vorobyova’s	  voice	  might	  have	  sounded	  like.	  It	  stays	  in	  middle	  to	  low	  range,	  
occasionally	  going	  down	  to	  an	  accented	  Bb	  and	  never	  going	  above	  F.	  It	  
conspicuously	  avoids	  a	  climactic	  high	  note	  at	  the	  end.	  The	  vocal	  writing	  is	  consistent	  
with	  frequent	  contemporary	  descriptions	  of	  her	  voice	  as	  a	  contralto	  and	  with	  Soviet	  
musicologist	  Mikhail	  L’vov’s	  statement	  that	  her	  range	  extended	  comfortably	  for	  two	  
octaves	  (G	  to	  G)	  with	  extensions	  to	  F	  below	  middle	  C	  and	  A	  below	  high	  C.	  The	  
combination	  of	  the	  quick	  tempo,	  the	  frequent	  leaps	  of	  a	  sixth	  (or	  even	  a	  tenth	  near	  
the	  end	  of	  each	  verse),	  and	  the	  many	  sixteenth-­‐note	  runs	  also	  demonstrates	  her	  
agility,	  a	  quality	  that	  would	  be	  less	  valued	  in	  lower	  voices	  by	  later	  composers.23	  
What	  cannot	  be	  deduced	  from	  the	  score,	  however,	  is	  her	  timbre.	  For	  this	  we	  must	  
rely	  on	  contemporary	  descriptions	  which	  are	  flattering	  but	  vague;	  the	  critic	  Serov	  
described	  her	  as	  having	  “an	  incomparable	  voice	  which	  one	  could	  not	  hear	  without	  
heartfelt	  emotion	  (whatever	  A.	  Y.	  Petrova	  [-­‐Vorobyova]	  sang,	  the	  very	  timbre	  of	  her	  
voice	  became	  imprinted	  on	  the	  soul).”24 
	   Besides	  giving	  Vanya	  much	  more	  stage	  time,	  this	  scene	  fundamentally	  alters	  
his	  character.	  An	  entirely	  passive	  and	  plaintive	  figure	  during	  the	  rest	  of	  the	  opera,	  
he	  suddenly	  turns	  into	  a	  brave	  messenger	  who	  alerts	  the	  forces	  of	  the	  tsar-­‐elect	  to	  
the	  arrival	  of	  the	  Polish	  troops.	  Though	  of	  course	  he	  remains	  subordinate	  to	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23	  In	  examining	  this	  aria	  for	  traces	  of	  Vorobyova’s	  voice,	  I	  draw	  on	  singer-­‐centered,	  “embodied”	  
musical	  analyses.	  See	  Mary	  Ann	  Smart,	  “The	  Lost	  Voice	  of	  Rosine	  Stoltz,”	  Cambridge	  Opera	  Journal,	  
vol.	  6,	  no.	  1	  (March,	  1994),	  31-­‐50.  
 
24	  Quoted	  in	  Mikhail	  L’vov,	  Iz	  istorii	  vokal’nogo	  iskusstva	  (Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  1964),	  140.	  Vorobyova	  
was	  often	  referred	  to	  as	  Petrova	  or	  Petrova-­‐Vorobyova	  after	  she	  married	  Osip	  Petrov.	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father-­‐figure	  Susanin,	  who	  makes	  the	  ultimate	  sacrifice	  that	  saves	  the	  day,	  he	  has	  
nevertheless	  gained	  much	  more	  importance	  in	  the	  plot	  than	  Glinka	  initially	  
intended.	  It	  was	  Vorobyova’s	  charisma	  and	  initiative	  that	  accomplished	  this	  
elevation.	  Audiences	  were	  delighted:	  the	  critic	  Stasov	  reports	  that	  she	  was	  “passion	  
itself,	  fire	  itself”	  [сама страсть, сам огонь].25	  The	  new	  scene	  made	  such	  a	  positive	  
impression	  that	  it	  has	  remained	  part	  of	  the	  opera	  ever	  since.	  Not	  only	  that,	  but	  
though	  this	  character	  remained	  an	  anomaly	  and	  did	  not	  begin	  a	  tradition	  of	  boy	  
heroes,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  argue	  that	  this	  asexual,	  androgynous	  figure	  laid	  the	  
groundwork	  for	  another	  type	  of	  unlikely	  hero:	  the	  woman	  who	  dresses	  or	  acts	  in	  a	  
way	  that	  is	  associated	  with	  men.	  Despite	  Serov’s	  claim	  that	  “a	  sweet	  female	  voice	  
cannot	  have	  all	  the	  authoritative	  nature	  of	  male	  knightly	  strength	  and	  energy,”26	  
some	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  voices	  would	  gain	  precisely	  that	  connotation	  in	  the	  1860s	  
and	  70s.	  	  
	   Few	  singers	  would	  ever	  again	  exert	  such	  direct	  compositional	  influence	  as	  
the	  work-­‐concept	  gained	  regulative	  power	  throughout	  the	  nineteenth	  century.	  
Thirty	  years	  later,	  Serov	  dismissed	  the	  interpolated	  aria	  as	  a	  poorly	  conceived	  
attempt	  to	  turn	  Vanya	  into	  “some	  kind	  of	  Arsace.”27	  Nevertheless,	  mezzos	  and	  
contraltos	  would	  continue	  to	  influence	  compositional	  choices	  in	  other	  ways.	  Glinka	  
was	  so	  enchanted	  with	  Vorobyova’s	  voice	  that	  he	  wrote	  the	  role	  of	  the	  effete	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25	  See	  L’vov,	  “Ucheniki	  Glinki—O.	  Petrov,	  A.	  Vorobyova-­‐Petrova,	  D.	  Leonova	  i	  S.	  Gulak-­‐Artemovsky—
osnovopolozhniki	  russkogo	  opernogo	  masterstva”	  in	  Iz	  istorii	  vokal’nogo	  iskusstva	  (Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  
1964),	  126-­‐46.	  
	  
26	  Serov,	  227-­‐28.	  
	  
27	  Serov,	  “Ruslan	  i	  ruslanisty,”	  published	  serially	  in	  1867,	  reprinted	  in	  Izbrannye	  stat’i	  vol.	  1,	  ed.	  G.	  N.	  
Khubov	  (Moscow:	  Gos.	  muzykal’noe	  izdatel’stvo,	  1950,)	  206-­‐07.	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Khazarian	  prince	  Ratmir	  in	  Ruslan	  i	  Lyudmila	  (1842)	  for	  her,	  vastly	  expanding	  the	  
character’s	  role	  from	  Pushkin’s	  text.	  In	  doing	  so,	  he	  established	  another	  influential	  
mezzo	  character	  type	  which	  brings	  us	  back	  to	  our	  earlier	  question	  of	  how	  trouser	  
roles	  might	  engage	  with	  nineteenth-­‐century	  conceptions	  of	  queerness.	  	  
	   Ratmir	  was	  the	  first	  in	  a	  long	  line	  of	  Eastern	  characters	  who	  embody	  nega,	  a	  
blissful	  lassitude	  that	  is	  the	  negation	  of	  conventionally	  heroic	  and	  virtuous	  
behavior.28	  In	  most	  of	  these	  operas,	  the	  decadent	  Easterner	  attempts	  (and	  just	  
barely	  fails)	  to	  seduce	  the	  Russian	  protagonist	  into	  abandoning	  his	  mission	  for	  a	  life	  
of	  passive	  pleasure.	  In	  this	  case,	  Ratmir,	  a	  lukewarm	  contender	  for	  the	  hand	  of	  
Lyudmila,	  tries	  to	  convince	  the	  heroic	  Ruslan	  to	  set	  aside	  his	  quest	  for	  the	  
kidnapped	  princess	  and	  join	  him	  in	  a	  bacchanal	  that	  is	  clearly	  meant	  to	  evoke	  a	  
harem.	  Serov	  disapproved	  of	  the	  scene	  of	  the	  “half-­‐naked	  beauties,”29	  and	  of	  the	  
decision	  to	  write	  a	  decadent,	  lascivious	  adult	  male	  character	  for	  a	  contralto:	  
But	  the	  young	  Khazarian	  khan,	  the	  half-­‐Persian	  Ratmir,	  with	  his	  voluptuous	  fits	  of	  luxury	  and	  
laziness—why	  shouldn’t	  he	  be	  a	  tenor?	  In	  Glinka	  he	  is	  a	  contralto	  (!),	  that	  is,	  a	  woman-­‐like	  man	  (but	  
not	  a	  youth	  or	  a	  eunuch)	  played	  by	  a	  woman	  with	  a	  rich,	  low	  voice.	  For	  such	  a	  transformation,	  of	  
course,	  one	  could	  seek	  various	  aesthetic	  reasons,	  such	  as	  the	  fantastic	  quality	  of	  the	  contralto	  range,	  
the	  originality	  of	  the	  sound	  combinations	  that	  result,	  the	  nearness	  of	  the	  contralto	  timbre	  to	  the	  
timbre	  of	  the	  “corno	  inglese,”	  which	  faithfully	  conveys	  the	  “nasal”	  sound	  of	  Eastern	  music.	  But	  all	  that	  
wouldn’t	  have	  entered	  so	  much	  into	  the	  composer’s	  consideration	  if	  he	  had	  not	  constantly	  had	  before	  
him	  the	  impression	  of	  the	  enchanting	  voice	  and	  heartfelt	  singing	  of	  Petrova	  [-­‐Vorobyova]…”30	  
	  
	   Serov	  rightly	  attributes	  much	  of	  the	  credit	  (or	  blame)	  for	  the	  vocal	  writing	  to	  
Vorobyova,	  but	  might	  he	  be	  missing	  another	  crucial	  reason	  for	  Glinka’s	  decision?	  In	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28	  See	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  “Entoiling	  the	  Falconet”	  in	  Defining	  Russia	  Musically	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  
University	  Press),	  1997,	  152-­‐85.	  
	  
29	  Serov,	  213.	  
	  
30	  Ibid.,	  226	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the	  wake	  of	  queer	  studies	  of	  French,	  German,	  and	  Italian	  opera31,	  Ratmir	  seems	  like	  
a	  potential	  emblem	  of	  homoerotic	  interest	  and	  anxiety.	  At	  the	  level	  of	  the	  plot	  he	  is	  
certainly	  attracted	  to	  women—a	  fact	  revealed	  not	  only	  in	  the	  bacchanal	  scene	  but	  
also	  in	  his	  reunion	  with	  his	  estranged	  paramour	  Gorislava.	  Yet	  it	  is	  difficult,	  at	  least	  
for	  a	  modern	  audience,	  to	  hear	  a	  low-­‐voiced	  woman	  and	  see	  her	  body	  dressed	  as	  a	  
man	  and	  engaging	  in	  amorous	  dealings	  with	  other	  female	  bodies	  onstage	  without	  
speculating	  about	  possible	  queer	  resonances.	  Tellingly,	  the	  Khazarian	  prince	  is	  
presented	  as	  a	  threat	  to	  Ruslan’s	  virtuous	  masculinity.	  During	  the	  bacchanal,	  he	  
exhorts	  Ruslan	  to	  join	  him	  in	  the	  revelry.	  In	  that	  moment,	  is	  this	  not-­‐quite-­‐male,	  not-­‐
quite-­‐female	  figure	  may	  subvert	  the	  two-­‐gender	  binary.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31	  See	  Wayne	  Koestenbaum,	  The	  Queen’s	  Throat:	  Opera,	  Homosexuality,	  and	  the	  Mystery	  of	  Desire	  
(New	  York:	  Vintage	  Books,	  1994);	  Samuel	  D.	  Abel,	  Opera	  in	  the	  Flesh:	  Sexuality	  in	  Operatic	  
Performances	  (Boulder,	  CO:	  Westview,	  1996);	  Roger	  Freitas,	  “The	  Eroticism	  of	  Emasculation:	  
Confronting	  the	  Baroque	  Body	  of	  the	  Castrato,”	  in	  The	  Journal	  of	  Musicology,	  vol.	  20,	  issue	  2	  (Jan.,	  
2003),	  196-­‐249;	  James	  Kennaway,	  “Degenerate	  Religion	  and	  Masculinity	  in	  Parsifal	  Reception,”	  in	  
Current	  Musicology,	  no.	  88	  (Fall,	  2009),	  pp.	  35-­‐62.	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Fig.	  4,	  Maria	  Dolina	  (1867/68-­‐1919)	  as	  Ratmir,	  photograph	  taken	  between	  
1886	  and	  1901.	  Reproduced	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  I,	  166.	  	  
	  
	   Such	  a	  reading	  is	  tempting,	  and	  an	  inventive	  director	  could	  make	  much	  of	  the	  
bacchanal	  scene.	  However,	  I	  have	  found	  no	  evidence	  that	  audiences	  of	  the	  time,	  or	  at	  
least	  the	  prominent	  voices	  among	  the	  music-­‐critical	  establishment,	  interpreted	  the	  
character	  in	  this	  way.	  More	  likely,	  as	  Richard	  Taruskin	  has	  argued,	  his	  casting	  as	  a	  
woman	  reflected	  the	  orientalist	  discourse	  through	  which	  Russia	  attempted	  to	  justify	  
its	  imperialist	  enterprises.32	  This	  discourse	  characterized	  Easterners—especially	  
those	  of	  the	  declining	  Ottoman	  Empire—as	  sensual,	  decadent,	  and	  (most	  
significantly	  for	  vocal	  typecasting)	  effeminate,	  and	  therefore	  in	  need	  of	  civilization	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32	  Richard	  Taruskin,	  “Entoiling	  the	  Falconet,”	  in	  Defining	  Russia	  Musically:	  Historical	  and	  
Hermeneutical	  Essays	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1997).	  See	  also	  Edward	  Said,	  
Orientalism	  (New	  York:	  Vintage	  Books,	  1994).	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through	  imperialism.33	  It	  seems,	  then,	  that	  Ratmir	  was	  meant	  to	  be	  a	  vaguely	  
improper	  foreigner	  who	  has	  to	  be	  taught	  the	  virtues	  of	  monogamy	  and	  assimilated	  
into	  Russian	  culture,	  rather	  than	  a	  symbol	  of	  homosexuality	  or	  queer	  identity	  per	  se.	  
Judging	  by	  Serov’s	  review,	  nineteenth-­‐century	  performance	  practice	  was	  far	  too	  
decorous	  to	  suggest	  a	  queer	  interpretation:	  he	  complains	  not	  that	  the	  character	  was	  
shocking	  but	  that	  he	  was	  “colorless	  and	  out	  of	  place”;34	  the	  bacchanal	  scene	  was	  a	  
mere	  “concession	  to	  the	  requirements	  of	  a	  big	  ballet…All	  this	  time	  poor	  Ratmir	  has	  
nothing	  to	  do.”35	  Evidently,	  Vorobyova	  and	  her	  successors	  did	  not	  perform	  the	  scene	  
in	  a	  flamboyant	  or	  provocative	  manner.	  Whatever	  homoerotic	  subtext	  may	  be	  
thought	  to	  lie	  in	  this	  role,	  it	  was	  deeply	  buried	  underneath	  a	  restrained	  acting	  style.	  	  
	   Although	  she	  was	  praised	  for	  her	  performance36,	  this	  pallid	  role	  was	  clearly	  
anticlimactic	  for	  Vorobyova,	  and	  her	  career	  disintegrated	  from	  that	  point	  on.	  The	  
story	  of	  how	  her	  career	  ended	  is	  instructive,	  because	  it	  illustrates	  the	  unique	  
challenges	  that	  faced	  Russian	  mezzos	  at	  midcentury	  and	  helps	  account	  for	  the	  fact	  
that	  so	  much	  of	  their	  influence	  later	  in	  the	  century	  came	  about	  in	  private,	  amateur	  
settings	  rather	  than	  in	  the	  official	  realm	  of	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters.	  Her	  stardom	  
evaporated	  suddenly—overnight,	  if	  the	  anecdote	  can	  be	  believed.	  Forced	  by	  the	  
directorate	  of	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters	  to	  sing	  the	  baritone	  role	  of	  Riccardo	  in	  Bellini’s	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker	  has	  argued	  convincingly	  that	  Ratmir’s	  evolution	  from	  rival	  and	  tempter	  to	  
submissive	  friend	  of	  the	  Russian	  Ruslan	  was	  meant	  to	  paint	  a	  flattering	  image	  of	  imperial	  Russia	  as	  a	  
benevolent	  older	  brother	  to	  its	  provinces,	  which	  for	  much	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  included	  some	  
Ottoman	  territories.	  See	  Marina	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  “Glinka’s	  Three	  Attempts	  at	  Russianness”	  in	  Russian	  
Music	  and	  Nationalism	  from	  Glinka	  to	  Stalin	  (New	  Haven:	  Yale	  University	  Press,	  2007).	  
	  
34	  Serov,	  230	  
	  
35	  Ibid.,	  228.	  
	  
36	  Serov	  concedes	  that	  she	  “sparked	  the	  public’s	  excitement.”	  Ibid.,	  248.	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I	  puritani,	  she	  performed	  successfully	  on	  opening	  night	  but	  woke	  up	  the	  next	  day	  
with	  no	  voice.	  Her	  voice	  never	  fully	  returned,	  and	  that	  was	  the	  last	  operatic	  
performance	  of	  her	  life.37	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Some	  details	  of	  this	  story	  are	  no	  doubt	  embroidered:	  it	  is	  unlikely	  that	  a	  singer	  
could	  ruin	  her	  voice	  for	  good	  by	  taking	  on	  one	  unwise	  role,	  or	  that	  the	  disintegration	  
could	  take	  place	  over	  one	  night	  of	  performance	  instead	  of	  more	  gradually	  in	  
rehearsals.	  Inasmuch	  as	  Vorobyova	  continued	  to	  sing	  for	  devoted	  admirers	  in	  
amateur	  settings,	  it	  seems	  possible	  that	  she	  simply	  lost	  patience	  with	  the	  dictatorial	  
management	  and	  took	  the	  opportunity	  to	  quit,	  exaggerating	  the	  damage	  to	  her	  
voice.	  Yet	  though	  the	  story	  might	  not	  be	  true	  in	  every	  detail,	  it	  chillingly	  reveals	  
Russian	  singers’	  lack	  of	  control	  over	  their	  repertoire,	  the	  tone-­‐deaf	  omnipotence	  of	  
the	  theatrical	  directorates,	  and	  the	  dangers	  that	  faced	  female	  singers	  who	  
specialized	  in	  trouser	  roles.	  No	  male	  Russian	  singer	  was	  ever	  forced	  to	  sing	  a	  role	  
composed	  for	  a	  woman,	  and	  no	  soprano	  was	  ever	  forced	  to	  sing	  a	  role	  composed	  for	  
a	  man	  or,	  so	  far	  as	  I	  know,	  one	  composed	  for	  a	  mezzo.	  Only	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  
were	  routinely	  compelled	  to	  sing	  roles	  written	  for	  other	  voice-­‐types	  (usually	  
sopranos).	  Vorobyova’s	  case	  vividly	  demonstrates	  the	  intolerance	  faced	  by	  women	  
who	  occupied	  an	  interstitial	  space	  of	  vocal	  sound	  or	  gender	  performance.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  For	  many	  middle-­‐	  and	  low-­‐voiced	  women,	  who	  received	  the	  worst	  treatment	  of	  
any	  voice-­‐type	  in	  the	  Russian	  operatic	  establishment,	  the	  private	  sphere	  would	  
prove	  more	  rewarding.	  In	  their	  own	  homes,	  they	  could	  perform	  on	  their	  own	  terms	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37	  This	  anecdote	  is	  recounted	  in	  L’vov	  Chapter	  7,	  “Ucheniki	  Glinki—O.	  Petrov,	  A.	  Vorobyova-­‐Petrova,	  
D.	  Leonova	  i	  S.	  Gulak-­‐Artemovsky—osnovopolozhniki	  russkogo	  opernogo	  masterstva,”	  126-­‐46.	  I	  
have	  not	  encountered	  any	  other	  instances	  of	  contraltos	  being	  forced	  to	  sing	  baritone	  roles.	  It	  seems,	  
then,	  that	  Vorobyova	  was	  considered	  a	  freak	  of	  nature.	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for	  connoisseurs	  and	  take	  part	  in	  the	  kind	  of	  experimental	  collaborations	  with	  
composers	  that	  would	  have	  been	  impossible	  in	  the	  hectic	  climate	  of	  an	  opera	  troupe.	  
Vorobyova	  and	  her	  husband	  Petrov	  cultivated	  the	  impressionable	  young	  
Musorgsky38	  and	  sang	  the	  art	  songs	  with	  which	  he	  honed	  his	  skills	  at	  declamatory	  
text-­‐setting.	  Many	  years	  later,	  Glinka’s	  sister	  Lyudmila	  Shestakova	  reported	  on	  the	  
contralto’s	  domestic	  performance	  of	  Musorgsky’s	  song	  “Сиротка”	  (“The	  Orphan,”	  
1868):	  	  
First	  I	  was	  moved,	  and	  then	  I	  started	  sobbing	  so	  hard	  that	  for	  a	  long	  time	  I	  couldn’t	  stop.	  It	  is	  
impossible	  to	  describe	  how	  Anna	  Yakovlevna	  sang,	  or	  rather	  expressed	  [the	  music].	  You	  had	  to	  hear	  
what	  could	  be	  accomplished	  by	  a	  person	  of	  genius,	  even	  having	  lost	  her	  voice	  entirely	  and	  having	  
already	  reached	  a	  venerable	  age.	  At	  that	  moment	  I	  fully	  understood	  the	  impression	  she	  had	  made	  in	  
her	  youth.39	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38	  L’vov,	  34.	  
	  
39	  Quoted	  in	  L’vov,	  33.	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  Fig.	  5,	  Opening	  of	  “Сиротка”	  (“The	  Orphan”)	  by	  Musorgsky	  
Unable	  to	  sing	  in	  the	  florid	  manner	  of	  her	  youth,	  the	  contralto	  switched	  to	  less	  
virtuosic	  music	  that	  was	  more	  similar	  to	  that	  of	  Glinka’s	  original	  plaintive,	  naïve,	  
non-­‐heroic	  Vanya.	  Although	  it	  is	  impossible	  to	  prove,	  Musorgsky’s	  social	  and	  
musical	  interactions	  with	  the	  vocally	  diminished	  but	  still	  compelling	  Vorobyova	  
over	  a	  period	  of	  several	  years	  may	  well	  have	  been	  among	  the	  factors	  in	  his	  decision	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to	  pursue	  the	  simple,	  unadorned,	  syllabic	  vocal	  style	  that	  would	  come	  to	  be	  
characterized	  as	  “realist.”	  Notable	  in	  this	  song,	  as	  in	  the	  iconic	  realist	  opera	  Boris	  
Godunov	  that	  Musorgsky	  would	  begin	  to	  compose	  shortly	  thereafter,	  is	  the	  
congruence	  between	  the	  vocal	  line	  and	  the	  inflections	  of	  the	  Russian	  language:	  the	  
opening	  words,	  “Барин мой миленький (Bárin	  moi	  mílen’kii—Kind	  sir),”	  are	  given	  
rhythmic	  and	  pitch	  values	  that	  correspond	  to	  their	  syllable	  stress.	  The	  stressed	  
syllables	  are	  set	  to	  higher,	  longer	  notes,	  in	  keeping	  with	  the	  patterns	  of	  spoken	  
Russian.	  The	  conversational	  quality	  is	  further	  enhanced	  by	  the	  short	  phrase	  lengths	  
and	  interruptive	  exclamations	  such	  as	  “Баринушка! (Dear	  sir!”)	  in	  m.	  10.	  Given	  that	  
Vorobyova	  made	  such	  an	  impression	  with	  this	  simple	  song	  written	  from	  the	  
perspective	  of	  an	  unfortunate,	  fatherless	  young	  boy,	  it	  is	  tempting	  to	  speculate	  
further	  that	  Musorgsky	  wrote	  the	  trouser	  role	  of	  Boris	  Godunov’s	  vulnerable	  and	  
eventually	  orphaned	  young	  son	  Fyodor	  under	  the	  influence	  of	  her	  performance.40	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  By	  around	  1870,	  the	  trouser	  role	  had	  largely	  lost	  its	  earlier	  association	  with	  
both	  heroic	  characters	  such	  as	  Vanya	  and	  decadent	  ones	  such	  as	  Ratmir.	  Instead,	  the	  
trouser	  role	  (in	  the	  rare	  cases	  where	  it	  still	  appeared)	  had	  come	  to	  be	  associated	  
with	  vulnerable	  young	  boys	  as	  per	  Glinka’s	  original	  intention	  with	  regard	  to	  
Vanya.41	  The	  dramaturgical	  function	  of	  such	  secondary	  characters	  is	  to	  make	  their	  
protagonist	  parents	  (usually	  fathers)	  more	  sympathetic,	  in	  keeping	  with	  Russian	  
opera’s	  unusually	  intense	  interest	  in	  elders.	  Vorobyova’s	  assertive,	  virtuosic	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40	  Vorobyova	  was,	  of	  course,	  too	  old	  and	  presumably	  too	  weak-­‐voiced	  to	  have	  sung	  Fyodor	  onstage.	  
However,	  it	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  Aleksandra	  Krutikova,	  who	  premiered	  the	  role,	  had	  a	  similar	  voice:	  
mezzo	  verging	  on	  contralto	  with	  coloratura	  capabilities	  and	  an	  affinity	  for	  Italian	  music.	  See	  A.	  M.	  
Pruzhansky,	  “Krutikova,	  Aleksandra	  Pavlovna”	  in	  the	  encyclopedia	  Otechestvennye	  pevtsy,	  1750-­‐1917,	  
vol.	  1	  (Moscow:	  Sovetskii	  kompozitor,	  1991),	  240-­‐41.	  
	  
41	  The	  two	  main	  examples	  are	  Fyodor	  (Boris	  Godunov)	  and	  Izyaslav	  (Rogneda).	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performance	  style	  had	  briefly	  militated	  against	  this	  development	  and	  pointed	  the	  
way	  to	  a	  different	  kind	  of	  mezzo	  young	  man,	  but,	  destroyed	  by	  the	  Imperial	  
Theaters,	  she	  ended	  her	  days	  singing	  plaintive,	  powerless	  characters.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Vorobyova	  was	  only	  one	  of	  several	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  (and,	  presumably,	  
female	  professionals	  in	  other	  fields)	  who	  were	  driven	  back	  to	  the	  domestic	  sphere	  
by	  poor	  treatment	  from	  overbearing	  employers.	  Her	  persecution	  by	  the	  operatic	  
establishment	  and	  covert	  participation	  in	  an	  alternative,	  under-­‐the-­‐radar	  type	  of	  
musical	  venue	  would	  find	  a	  remarkable	  parallel	  in	  the	  character	  of	  Marfa	  in	  
Khovanshchina	  (composed	  1872-­‐1880),	  whose	  plaintive	  aria	  “Исходила	  
младешенька”	  (“A	  Girl	  Went	  Out”)	  Musorgsky	  dedicated	  to	  her.42	  I	  shall	  return	  to	  
this	  key	  role	  later	  in	  the	  chapter	  as	  the	  resolute	  woman	  pitted	  against	  a	  corrupt	  
establishment	  becomes	  a	  central	  mezzo	  archetype.	  For	  now,	  I	  will	  only	  suggest	  that	  
sustained	  personal	  exposure	  to	  Vorobyova	  and	  other	  high-­‐achieving	  mezzos	  who	  
were	  driven	  out	  of	  the	  profession	  may	  have	  inspired	  composers	  such	  as	  Serov,	  
Musorgsky	  and	  Chaikovsky	  to	  continue	  writing	  heroic	  characters	  for	  the	  mezzo	  
voice.	  It	  is	  a	  sign	  of	  these	  individual	  women’s	  charisma—as	  well	  as	  a	  sign	  of	  
women’s	  increasing	  involvement	  in	  public	  life—that	  the	  next	  generation	  of	  
composers	  would	  associate	  their	  sound	  with	  heroic	  female	  characters	  as	  well	  as	  




	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42	  Pruzhansky,	  “Petrova-­‐Vorobyova,	  Anna	  Yakovlevna,”	  vol.	  1,	  397-­‐98.	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Darya	  Leonova	  and	  Mezzo	  Radicals	  
Anna	  Vorobyova	  won	  public	  acclaim	  during	  her	  brief	  career	  and	  earned	  the	  lasting	  
admiration	  of	  the	  major	  musical	  figures	  of	  her	  time,	  but	  she	  was	  not	  a	  “diva.”	  She	  did	  
not	  engage	  in	  outré	  behavior	  or	  in	  any	  way	  court	  the	  attention	  of	  the	  public	  in	  her	  
offstage	  life.	  Like	  most	  Russian	  singers	  of	  her	  time,	  she	  was	  a	  relatively	  low-­‐paid	  
worker,	  a	  servant	  of	  the	  management	  who	  could	  not	  and	  did	  not	  openly	  assert	  
professional	  authority,	  though	  she	  did	  assert	  creative	  authority	  in	  her	  dealings	  with	  
composers.	  The	  one	  document	  that	  survives	  from	  her	  own	  hand,	  the	  brief	  
reminiscences	  she	  sent	  to	  Shestakova	  on	  the	  occasion	  of	  the	  jubilee	  celebration	  of	  
Zhizn’	  za	  tsarya,	  is	  almost	  entirely	  devoted	  to	  describing	  Glinka	  and	  her	  involvement	  
with	  his	  music	  instead	  of	  her	  own	  life.	  	  
	   That	  would	  change	  with	  Darya	  Leonova	  (1829/1834-­‐1896),	  whose	  colorful	  
and	  egocentric	  memoirs	  reveal	  a	  very	  different	  persona	  from	  that	  of	  the	  deferential,	  
self-­‐effacing	  Anna	  Vorobyova	  a	  generation	  earlier.	  The	  plucky	  daughter	  of	  a	  
runaway	  serf	  (or	  so	  she	  claims),	  Leonova	  entered	  the	  world	  of	  opera	  largely	  on	  her	  
own	  initiative	  and	  refused	  to	  back	  down	  in	  disputes	  with	  the	  directorate.	  Like	  most	  
other	  singers,	  though,	  she	  was	  still	  ultimately	  at	  its	  mercy.	  Her	  problems	  began	  
almost	  as	  soon	  as	  she	  debuted:	  a	  dispute	  with	  Pavel	  Fyodorov,	  the	  head	  of	  
repertoire	  at	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters	  from	  1853	  to	  1879,	  turned	  into	  an	  open,	  
decades-­‐long	  feud	  during	  which,	  according	  to	  her,	  he	  deprived	  her	  of	  roles	  and	  tried	  
to	  get	  her	  fired,	  while	  she	  retaliated	  by	  going	  over	  his	  head	  to	  ministers	  at	  court.	  She	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claimed	  that	  the	  cause	  of	  the	  feud	  lay	  in	  his	  infatuation	  with	  her	  and	  jealousy	  over	  
her	  decision	  to	  marry	  someone	  else.43	  	  
	  
Fig.	  6,	  Darya	  Leonova,	  drawing	  from	  between	  1850	  and	  1873.	  Reproduced	  in	  
R.	  Shirinyan,	  M.	  P.	  Musorgsky	  (Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  1987),	  125.	  	  
	  
	   Leonova	  racked	  up	  other	  enemies	  as	  well.	  The	  most	  lurid	  episode,	  which	  
eerily	  foreshadowed	  the	  activities	  of	  her	  most	  celebrated	  antiheroine	  onstage	  as	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43	  See	  Darya	  Leonova,	  “Vospominaniya	  artistki	  imperatorskikh	  teatrov	  D.	  M.	  Leonovoi”	  in	  
Istoricheskii	  vestnik	  t.	  43	  (1891),	  120-­‐44	  and	  326-­‐51.	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well	  as	  those	  of	  female	  radicals	  offstage,	  involved	  the	  tenor	  Iosif	  Setov.	  After	  he	  
accused	  her	  of	  wishing	  him	  harm	  at	  a	  rehearsal,	  she	  recounts,	  some	  “unknown	  
friends”	  of	  hers	  sent	  her	  a	  handwritten	  romans	  with	  the	  text	  “The	  kite	  had	  no	  love	  
for	  our	  little	  nightingale,	  and	  for	  that	  the	  kite	  will	  suffer	  terrible	  vengeance.”	  Shortly	  
thereafter,	  as	  the	  troupe	  was	  preparing	  for	  a	  performance,	  Setov	  was	  sent	  a	  box	  
“that	  might	  have	  injured	  him	  if	  he	  had	  opened	  it.”	  She	  realized	  that	  it	  must	  have	  
been	  her	  “unknown	  friends”	  acting	  on	  her	  behalf,	  and	  Setov	  accused	  her	  of	  planting	  
the	  package.44	  (She	  does	  not	  say	  what,	  if	  anything,	  was	  in	  it.)45	  
	   As	  preposterous	  as	  these	  incidents	  may	  sound	  (and	  they	  may,	  of	  course,	  be	  
exaggerated	  or	  simply	  invented),	  they	  reveal	  that	  many	  singers	  were	  locked	  in	  a	  
near-­‐constant	  battle	  with	  their	  employers	  instead	  of	  meekly	  acceding	  to	  the	  latter’s	  
demands	  or	  simply	  resigning	  when	  things	  went	  wrong	  à	  la	  Vorobyova.	  These	  
incidents	  also	  suggest	  that	  female	  professionals	  had	  gained	  sufficient	  stature	  that	  
their	  male	  colleagues	  could	  view	  them	  as	  equals,	  or	  at	  least	  as	  potential	  adversaries.	  
We	  should	  be	  careful	  not	  to	  conclude	  too	  much	  from	  this	  about	  a	  parallel	  between	  
the	  operatic	  world	  and	  broader	  society,	  since	  the	  performing	  arts	  have	  historically	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44	  Leonova,	  332.	  Because	  Leonova’s	  memoir	  contains	  very	  few	  dates,	  I	  have	  been	  unable	  to	  establish	  
exactly	  when	  this	  occurred.	  However,	  based	  on	  the	  events	  she	  mentions	  before	  and	  after	  (her	  first	  
performance	  as	  Lucrezia	  Borgia	  and	  the	  arrival	  of	  the	  tenor	  Fyodor	  Nikolsky	  at	  the	  troupe),	  it	  
evidently	  happened	  between	  1856	  and	  1861.	  Nothing	  came	  of	  the	  incident,	  and	  she	  does	  not	  even	  
mention	  whether	  there	  was	  actually	  a	  bomb	  in	  the	  package.	  Given	  that	  Setov	  would	  later	  invite	  her	  to	  
join	  his	  fledgling	  opera	  company,	  it	  seems	  unlikely	  that	  he	  really	  believed	  she	  meant	  him	  serious	  
bodily	  harm.	  (She	  declined	  the	  invitation.)	  
	  
45	  My	  examination	  of	  singers’	  memoirs	  and	  stories	  about	  singers	  draws	  on	  similar	  practices	  in	  
Franco-­‐Italian	  opera	  studies,	  which	  use	  such	  sources—whether	  or	  not	  they	  are	  completely	  reliable—
as	  a	  means	  of	  understanding	  how	  singers	  wanted	  to	  be	  perceived	  and	  how	  they	  were	  perceived	  by	  
others.	  This	  kind	  of	  source	  analysis	  is	  concerned	  less	  with	  the	  historical	  factuality	  of	  the	  narratives	  
recounted	  by	  and	  about	  singers	  than	  with	  what	  those	  stories	  accomplished	  in	  terms	  of	  associating	  
certain	  singers	  with	  certain	  ideas	  or	  social	  movements.	  An	  example	  of	  this	  approach	  can	  be	  found	  in	  
Smart,	  “The	  Lost	  Voice	  of	  Rosine	  Stoltz,”	  Cambridge	  Opera	  Journal,	  vol.	  6,	  no.	  1	  (March,	  1994),	  31-­‐50.	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far	  outstripped	  other	  professions	  in	  providing	  employment	  opportunities	  for	  
women.46	  Indeed,	  the	  “woman	  question”	  had	  only	  just	  emerged	  in	  Russia.	  Still,	  I	  
would	  like	  to	  suggest	  that	  in	  this	  case	  opera	  anticipated	  other	  professions,	  both	  in	  
the	  professional	  reality	  of	  singers’	  lives	  and	  in	  the	  way	  women	  were	  depicted	  
onstage.	  Beginning	  with	  Dargomyzhsky’s	  Rusalka	  in	  1856,	  female	  characters	  would	  
get	  roughly	  equal	  stage	  time	  with	  men	  in	  most	  operas,	  and,	  partly	  as	  a	  result	  of	  
Leonova’s	  influence,	  they	  would	  (for	  a	  time)	  become	  increasingly	  proactive.47	  
	   Leonova	  took	  part	  in	  the	  world	  premiere	  of	  Rusalka	  in	  the	  thankless	  role	  
of	  the	  Princess,	  the	  melancholy	  foil	  of	  the	  title	  character.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46	  Rutherford,	  The	  Prima	  Donna	  and	  Opera	  1815-­‐1930	  (Cambridge,	  2006)	  and	  Catherine	  Schuler,	  
Women	  in	  Russian	  Theatre:	  The	  Actress	  in	  the	  Silver	  Age	  (London:	  Routledge,	  1996).	  
	  




Fig.	  7,	  Darya	  Leonova	  as	  the	  Princess.	  Photograph	  taken	  between	  1860	  and	  
1870.	  Reproduced	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  I,	  304.	  
	  
It	  was	  not	  an	  altogether	  successful	  performance.	  She	  was	  criticized	  for	  looking	  like	  a	  
“wet-­‐nurse,”48	  and	  the	  passivity	  of	  the	  character	  was	  ill	  suited	  to	  an	  enterprising,	  
self-­‐made	  singer	  who	  would	  later	  advocate	  what	  today	  might	  be	  called	  “strong	  
woman”	  portrayals	  of	  characters	  such	  as	  Verdi’s	  Azucena:	  according	  to	  the	  singer’s	  
memoirs,	  Azucena	  should	  not	  be	  a	  white-­‐haired	  old	  woman	  but	  “an	  energetic	  gypsy,	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48	  Referenced	  in	  M.	  Pekelis,	  Aleksandr	  Dargomyzhsy	  i	  ego	  okruzhenie,	  vol.	  2	  (Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  1973),	  
323.	  The	  wet-­‐nurse	  remark	  may	  refer	  to	  her	  bosom,	  whose	  size	  she	  boasts	  about	  in	  her	  memoirs,	  or,	  
as	  the	  musicologist	  Pekelis	  speculates,	  to	  a	  lack	  of	  the	  refinement	  that	  audiences	  expected	  from	  a	  
royal	  character—a	  problem	  likely	  exacerbated	  by	  the	  pedestrian	  costuming.	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a	  swarthy	  woman	  with	  black	  hair	  who	  still	  ha[s]	  her	  full	  strength.”49	  Leonova	  was	  
also	  a	  poor	  fit	  for	  the	  two	  other	  main	  Russian	  roles	  then	  available	  to	  mezzos,	  Vanya	  
and	  Ratmir,	  because	  of	  her	  generous	  figure.50	  Yet	  she	  was	  ideally	  suited	  to	  playing	  
strong-­‐willed	  matrons,	  and	  it	  was	  her	  portrayal	  of	  one—the	  title	  character	  of	  
Serov’s	  Rogneda—that	  helped	  establish	  the	  convention	  of	  writing	  such	  roles	  for	  
lower	  voices.	  	  
	   Mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  occupied	  an	  insecure	  position	  in	  midcentury	  
Russian	  operas.	  Both	  heroic	  and	  effete	  trouser	  roles	  were	  going	  out	  of	  fashion,	  and	  
no	  stock	  character	  had	  yet	  arisen	  to	  fill	  the	  vacuum.	  At	  the	  time,	  sopranos	  were	  
rising	  in	  stature	  and	  seemed	  headed	  for	  a	  monopoly	  on	  the	  new	  forceful,	  sexually	  
experienced	  (anti)heroine:	  the	  vengeful	  title	  characters	  of	  Rusalka	  (1856),	  Serov’s	  
Judith	  (1863),	  and	  Rogneda	  (1865)—two	  mothers	  and	  a	  widow—were	  all	  written	  
for	  sopranos.	  Mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  were	  written	  “around”	  these	  picturesque	  
protagonists,	  and	  include	  the	  lugubrious	  princess	  of	  Rusalka,	  Judith’s	  timorous	  slave	  
Avra,	  and	  two	  characters,	  the	  witch	  Skul’da	  and	  the	  title	  character’s	  plaintive	  young	  
son	  Izyaslav	  (essentially	  a	  Vanya	  without	  the	  heroism),	  in	  Rogneda.	  It	  seems,	  then,	  
that	  the	  lower	  female	  voice	  did	  not	  have	  many	  established	  connotations	  other	  than	  
“second	  fiddle”	  to	  the	  soprano.	  It	  did	  not	  yet	  connote	  the	  mature,	  sexually	  
experienced,	  maternal,	  or	  unscrupulous	  foil	  of	  the	  younger	  and	  more	  innocent	  
soprano,	  as	  it	  later	  would	  in	  both	  Russian	  for	  both	  Russian	  and	  Western	  operas.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49	  Leonova	  was	  one	  of	  the	  first	  Russian-­‐stage	  Azucenas.	  See	  Leonova,	  328.	  
	  
50	  She	  writes	  that	  at	  a	  certain	  age	  she	  stopped	  portraying	  Vanya	  for	  that	  reason.	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   That	  would	  change	  first	  in	  the	  West,	  with	  composers	  such	  as	  Verdi	  and	  the	  
singers	  who	  premiered	  his	  mezzo	  roles,	  and	  then	  in	  Russia	  with	  singers	  such	  as	  the	  
feisty,	  matronly	  Leonova.	  Cast	  as	  Skul’da	  in	  the	  world	  premiere	  of	  Rogneda,	  she	  soon	  
persuaded	  Serov	  to	  rewrite	  the	  title	  role	  for	  a	  contralto.51	  This	  is	  the	  first	  (and	  
almost	  the	  only)	  time	  I	  am	  aware	  of	  that	  the	  composer	  of	  a	  successful	  Russian	  opera	  
rewrote	  the	  protagonist	  for	  a	  singer	  of	  another	  voice	  type.	  The	  revision	  stuck:	  
thereafter,	  the	  role	  was	  usually	  sung	  by	  a	  mezzo	  or	  contralto.52	  Though	  Rogneda	  is	  
all	  but	  forgotten	  today,	  it	  was	  one	  of	  the	  most	  popular	  Russian	  operas	  of	  the	  later	  
nineteenth	  century,53	  as	  well	  as	  one	  of	  the	  first	  to	  feature	  an	  older,	  politically	  
engaged	  female	  protagonist—a	  character	  type	  that	  did	  not	  yet	  carry	  a	  rigid	  
association	  with	  a	  particular	  voice-­‐type.	  Thus,	  the	  recomposition	  of	  this	  seminal	  title	  
role	  for	  Leonova,	  against	  the	  backdrop	  of	  contemporary	  developments	  in	  Franco-­‐
Italian	  vocality,	  helped	  to	  establish	  the	  link	  between	  the	  mezzo	  voice	  and	  a	  
constellation	  of	  ideas	  associated	  with	  what	  might	  be	  called	  the	  “non-­‐ingénue”:	  
sexual	  experience,	  motherhood,	  political	  ambition,	  and	  various	  states	  of	  physical	  or	  
moral	  corruption.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51	  See	  her	  memoirs,	  pp.	  336-­‐37,	  in	  which	  she	  explains	  that	  Serov	  first	  transposed	  Rogneda’s	  “Viking	  
Ballad”	  down	  for	  her;	  he	  liked	  her	  performance	  so	  much	  that	  decided	  to	  transpose	  the	  entire	  role	  
down	  for	  her.	  He	  and	  his	  family	  stayed	  at	  her	  dacha	  while	  he	  recomposed	  the	  part.	  Serov	  also	  
composed	  the	  maternal	  role	  of	  Spiridonovna	  in	  Vrazhya	  sila	  (1871)	  for	  her.	  
	  
52	  Later	  interpreters	  included	  the	  noted	  mezzos	  Maria	  Kamenskaya	  and	  Maria	  Chernenko	  and	  
contralto	  Nina	  Fride.	  
	  
53	  See	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  “Grand	  Opera	  in	  Russia:	  fragments	  of	  an	  unwritten	  history”	  in	  The	  Cambridge	  
Companion	  to	  Grand	  Opera,	  ed.	  David	  Charlton	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  2003).	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Fig.	  8,	  Nina	  Fride	  (1859/64-­‐1942)	  as	  Rogneda,	  shown	  holding	  the	  gusli	  with	  
which	  she	  accompanies	  herself	  during	  the	  ‘Viking	  Ballad’.	  Photograph	  taken	  
between	  1884	  and	  1905.	  Reproduced	  in	  Pruzhansky,	  II,	  120.	  
	  
	   The	  operatic	  character	  and	  historical	  figure	  Rogneda	  incarnates	  all	  of	  
these	  qualities.	  Unwillingly	  married	  to	  Vladimir	  “the	  Great”	  (ruler	  of	  Kievan	  Rus’	  
from	  980	  to	  1015),	  she	  plots	  with	  the	  local	  pagan	  religious	  leaders	  to	  kill	  him	  in	  
order	  both	  to	  avenge	  his	  murder	  of	  her	  parents	  and	  to	  establish	  a	  more	  militantly	  
pagan	  regime	  to	  combat	  the	  spread	  of	  Christianity.	  Rogneda	  is	  thus	  allied	  with	  the	  
forces	  of	  paganism,	  which	  the	  libretto	  associates	  with	  bloodthirsty	  Vikings	  and	  
human	  sacrifice.	  Her	  “eye	  for	  an	  eye”	  code	  of	  ethics	  is	  contrasted	  throughout	  the	  
opera	  with	  the	  more	  forgiving	  one	  of	  Christianity,	  the	  religion	  which	  Vladimir	  finally	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adopts.	  Foiling	  her	  attempt	  to	  stab	  him	  in	  his	  sleep,	  he	  pardons	  her	  on	  the	  basis	  of	  
his	  new	  faith.	  	  
	   Rogneda	  is	  thus	  a	  violent	  (if	  sympathetic)	  antiheroine	  bound	  to	  a	  code	  of	  
ethics	  which	  the	  opera	  portrays	  as	  barbaric.	  She	  must	  be	  stopped,	  but	  also	  treated	  
with	  enlightened	  mercy.	  Following	  Taruskin’s	  argument	  that	  the	  opera	  encapsulates	  
the	  political	  and	  ideological	  currents	  of	  its	  time	  (notably	  pochvennichestvo,	  “return	  
to	  the	  soil,”	  a	  romantic	  nationalist	  philosophy	  that	  advocated	  a	  spiritual	  
revitalization	  of	  Russia’s	  autochthonous	  traditions	  of	  monarchy	  and	  Orthodoxy),54	  I	  
would	  like	  to	  draw	  a	  parallel	  between	  the	  opera	  and	  1860s	  political	  protest	  culture	  
and	  suggest	  that	  Rogneda	  herself	  foreshadowed	  a	  soon-­‐to-­‐be	  widely	  recognized	  
type	  of	  upper-­‐class	  female	  terrorist	  who	  met	  with	  equal	  parts	  disgust	  and	  
admiration	  from	  the	  intelligentsia.	  (Vladimir,	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  resembled	  
Alexander	  II,	  the	  enlightened	  tsar	  who	  freed	  the	  serfs	  in	  1861,	  and	  who	  
unsurprisingly	  loved	  the	  opera.)	  Determined	  to	  make	  the	  world	  a	  better	  place,	  these	  
women	  joined	  the	  radical	  circles	  that	  first	  sought	  to	  improve	  the	  living	  conditions	  of	  
urban	  workers	  and	  peasants	  and	  later	  turned	  to	  terrorism,	  in	  particular	  the	  
assassination	  of	  government	  officials.	  Although	  no	  women	  were	  prominently	  
involved	  in	  terrorist	  activities	  until	  the	  mid-­‐1870s,	  it	  did	  not	  escape	  notice	  in	  the	  
1860s	  that	  a	  growing	  number	  of	  educated	  women	  were	  joining	  suspect	  
organizations	  such	  as	  arteli,	  unofficial	  (sometimes	  illegal)	  associations	  that	  
preached	  the	  gospel	  of	  socialism	  to	  urban	  workers.	  The	  dressmaking	  workshop	  of	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
54	  Taruskin,	  “Pochvennichestvo	  on	  the	  Russian	  Operatic	  Stage:	  Serov	  and	  His	  Rogneda”	  in	  Opera	  and	  
Drama	  in	  Russia	  as	  Preached	  and	  Practiced	  in	  the	  1860s	  (Ann	  Arbor:	  University	  of	  Michigan,	  1981),	  
79-­‐140.	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Yekaterina	  and	  Aleksandra	  Ivanova,	  for	  example,	  brought	  together	  a	  group	  of	  
seamstresses	  who	  worked	  and	  lived	  together	  and	  read	  the	  socialist	  author Nikolai 
Chernyshevsky. Out	  of	  such	  arteli	  emerged	  Dmitri	  Karakozov,	  the	  first	  would-­‐be	  
assassin	  of	  Alexander	  II	  in	  1866.	  In	  the	  wake	  of	  his	  failed	  assassination	  attempt,	  the	  
dressmaking	  workshop	  (along	  with	  many	  other	  arteli)	  was	  destroyed,	  and	  the	  
women	  who	  worked	  there	  were	  arrested	  on	  charges	  of	  sedition	  and	  debauchery.	  
The	  police	  crackdowns	  further	  radicalized	  the	  socialists:	  in	  the	  1870s,	  the	  mostly	  
peaceful	  arteli—and	  many	  of	  the	  women	  who	  participated	  in	  them—would	  turn	  to	  
violence.55	  
	   Rogneda	  was	  composed	  before	  most	  of	  these	  dramatic	  events,	  and	  one	  
need	  not	  adduce	  contemporary	  political	  developments	  to	  explain	  the	  existence	  of	  a	  
vengeful,	  murderous	  female	  operatic	  character.	  Such	  characters,	  of	  course,	  have	  
always	  existed	  in	  opera	  as	  in	  other	  performing	  and	  narrative	  arts.	  But	  without	  
considering	  the	  political	  climate	  of	  the	  late	  1860s	  (which	  would	  only	  become	  more	  
volatile	  in	  the	  ensuing	  decades),	  it	  is	  difficult	  to	  account	  for	  the	  opera’s	  continued	  
popularity	  throughout	  the	  second	  half	  of	  the	  century.	  Nearly	  forgotten	  today,	  it	  has	  
been	  mercilessly	  excoriated	  by	  both	  nineteenth-­‐century	  critics	  and	  latter-­‐day	  
musicologists	  for	  its	  episodic	  plotting	  and	  overreliance	  on	  special	  effects.56	  Yet	  
perhaps	  the	  audiences	  who	  flocked	  to	  the	  opera	  between	  1869	  and	  1873—the	  
period	  when	  Leonova	  was	  the	  role’s	  leading	  exponent	  at	  the	  Mariinsky	  and	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55	  Stites,	  115-­‐54.	  	  
	  
56	  See	  Chaikovsky’s	  negative	  assessment	  from	  1872,	  reprinted	  in	  Chaikovsky,	  Muzykal’no-­‐kriticheskie	  
stat’i,	  4th	  ed.	  (Leningrad:	  Muzyka,	  1986).	  See	  also	  Frolova-­‐Walker,	  “Grand	  Opera	  in	  Russia:	  fragments	  
of	  an	  unwritten	  history”	  in	  The	  Cambridge	  Companion	  to	  Grand	  Opera,	  ed.	  Mervyn	  Cooke,	  2003.	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anarchists	  began	  en	  masse	  to	  pursue	  terrorism	  in	  theory	  and	  practice57—saw	  
something	  more	  in	  it:	  a	  title	  character	  who	  was	  compelling	  and	  timely.	  Perhaps	  she	  
ominously	  reminded	  them	  of	  real-­‐life	  radicals,	  or	  perhaps	  she	  provided	  a	  model	  for	  
the	  kind	  of	  heroic,	  rebellious	  person	  that	  some	  of	  them	  secretly	  wanted	  to	  be.	  	  
	   My	  sparse	  data	  do	  indicate	  that	  Rogneda	  was	  perceived,	  by	  some	  at	  least,	  
as	  magnificent	  and	  admirable.	  One	  document	  that	  gives	  a	  glimpse	  of	  what	  Rogneda	  
might	  have	  “meant”	  for	  some	  listeners	  is	  a	  remarkable	  1906	  review	  of	  the	  mezzo	  
Maria	  Kamenskaya	  in	  a	  final	  performance	  of	  the	  role:	  
Looking	  at	  her	  majestic,	  sturdy	  figure,	  hearing	  that	  still	  mighty	  voice,	  and	  being	  in	  the	  power	  of	  that	  
performance	  full	  of	  temperament,	  the	  listener	  distinctly	  felt	  and	  realized	  what	  a	  great	  force	  and	  
reliable	  buttress	  of	  our	  operatic	  art	  was	  this	  artist	  who	  is	  leaving	  us.	  As	  she	  listened	  with	  dignity	  to	  
the	  farewell	  accolades,	  as	  if	  receiving	  honestly	  earned	  tribute,	  it	  seemed—that	  person	  strong	  in	  mind	  
and	  body!—she	  surveyed	  the	  hall	  with	  a	  proud	  gaze	  and	  might	  have	  answered	  to	  all	  present:	  
	   ‘Yes,	  there	  were	  people	  in	  our	  time—	  
	   A	  mighty	  and	  spirited	  tribe;	  
	   They	  were	  warriors—you	  are	  not!”58	  
	  
Leonova	  was	  one	  such	  warrior,	  and	  the	  fact	  that	  descriptions	  of	  strength	  and	  even	  a	  
slight	  menace	  became	  associated	  with	  both	  mezzo	  singers	  and	  mezzo	  roles	  by	  the	  
turn	  of	  the	  century	  are	  likely	  due	  in	  part	  to	  her	  unusual	  life	  and	  career.	  Onstage,	  she	  
portrayed	  feisty	  matrons	  such	  as	  Rogneda	  and	  the	  latter’s	  probable	  Western	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
571869	  was	  a	  particularly	  active	  year	  for	  would-­‐be	  revolutionaries:	  Sergei	  Nechaev	  (associate	  of	  
Mikhail	  Bakunin	  and	  the	  future	  terrorists	  Vera	  Zasulich	  and	  Vera	  Figner)	  wrote	  the	  influential	  
manifesto	  “Catechism	  of	  a	  Revolutionary,”	  advocating	  the	  destruction	  of	  the	  authoritarian	  state	  by	  
whatever	  means	  necessary.	  In	  the	  same	  year,	  he	  held	  underground	  student	  meetings	  for	  the	  reading	  
of	  revolutionary	  tracts,	  where	  he	  advocated	  the	  assassination	  of	  Alexander	  II.	  Finally,	  Vera	  Zasulich,	  
who	  would	  later	  become	  one	  of	  the	  most	  widely	  known	  female	  terrorists,	  was	  arrested	  for	  the	  first	  
time	  based	  on	  her	  contacts	  with	  Nechaev.	  The	  influence	  of	  the	  Nechaev	  circle	  on	  the	  imagination	  of	  
the	  intelligentsia	  can	  be	  inferred	  from	  Dostoevsky’s	  novel	  The	  Demons,	  which	  is	  loosely	  based	  on	  
their	  activities.	  	  
	  
58	  A.	  V.	  Ossovsky,	  “Proshchal’nyi	  benefis	  M.	  D.	  Kamenskoi”	  in	  Muzykal’no-­‐kriticheskie	  stat’i,	  ed.	  V.	  S.	  
Fomin	  (Leningrad:	  Muzyka,	  1971),	  144.	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prototypes:	  Azucena,	  Donizetti’s	  Lucrezia	  Borgia,	  and	  Wagner’s	  Ortrud.59	  Offstage,	  
she	  fought	  almost	  as	  epically	  as	  her	  antiheroines	  with	  the	  directorate	  and	  her	  
colleagues,	  to	  the	  point	  of	  being	  a	  suspected	  letter-­‐bomber.	  	  
	   After	  her	  nemesis	  Fyodorov	  succeeded	  in	  firing	  her	  from	  the	  Imperial	  
Theaters	  in	  1873,	  Leonova	  did	  not	  restrict	  her	  activities	  to	  domestic	  performances	  
as	  Vorobyova	  did,	  but	  forged	  a	  second	  career	  as	  a	  touring	  recitalist	  and	  teacher	  at	  a	  
time	  when	  few	  opera	  singers	  in	  the	  capitals	  managed	  to	  do	  without	  imperial	  
backing.	  Leonova	  thus	  provided	  a	  model	  for	  other	  disaffected	  singers	  who	  preferred	  
to	  ply	  their	  trade	  in	  the	  private	  sector.	  Musorgsky,	  with	  whom	  she	  toured	  and	  
collaborated	  extensively	  starting	  in	  1878,	  was	  mesmerized	  by	  her	  unusual	  force	  of	  
character:	  	  
What	  a	  remarkable	  person	  [человек]!	  Energy,	  power,	  profound	  depth	  of	  feeling—[she’s]	  so	  
inescapably	  fascinating	  and	  riveting!...Glory	  and	  honor	  to	  her	  who	  proudly	  carries	  the	  banner	  of	  
Russian	  music!60 
	  
In	  1879,	  he	  would	  choose	  her	  to	  do	  the	  first	  public	  performances	  of	  extracts	  of	  the	  
rebel	  Marfa’s	  music	  in	  Khovanshchina.61	  (Having	  been	  fired	  from	  the	  Imperial	  
Theaters,	  she	  did	  not	  play	  the	  role	  at	  its	  official	  premiere	  in	  1886.	  Nor	  did	  
Vorobyova,	  to	  whom	  Musorgsky	  dedicated	  one	  of	  the	  role’s	  arias.)	  
	   Marfa	  is	  one	  of	  the	  most	  memorable	  subversive	  mezzo	  characters	  in	  
Russian	  opera,	  and	  perhaps	  even	  a	  personification	  of	  real-­‐life	  female	  political	  
activism	  in	  the	  1870s.	  In	  many	  ways	  her	  character	  appears	  to	  be	  a	  softened,	  
sympathetic	  version	  of	  Rogneda.	  Like	  the	  Viking	  princess,	  she	  wields	  a	  knife	  against	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59	  See	  Pruzhansky.	  “Leonova,	  Darya	  Mikhailovna,”	  vol.	  1,	  278-­‐80.	  
	  
60	  Ibid.	  	  
	  
61	  Ibid.	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a	  more	  politically	  powerful	  man	  with	  whom	  she	  has	  had	  a	  relationship	  that	  has	  gone	  
sour.	  But	  she	  has	  more	  charitable	  intentions	  than	  Rogneda:	  lacking	  a	  desire	  for	  
revenge,	  she	  wants	  to	  save	  her	  former	  lover’s	  soul	  by	  preventing	  him	  from	  
committing	  a	  serious	  sin	  (raping	  another	  woman)	  and	  convincing	  him	  to	  join	  her	  
faith.	  Also	  like	  Rogneda,	  she	  belongs	  to	  an	  anachronistic,	  dying	  religion:	  the	  Old	  
Believers,	  an	  ultra-­‐conservative	  sect	  of	  the	  Russian	  Orthodox	  Church	  which	  the	  
modernizer	  and	  Westernizer	  Peter	  the	  Great	  would	  suppress	  at	  the	  beginning	  of	  his	  
reign	  in	  1682.	  The	  end	  of	  the	  opera	  alludes	  to	  this	  event	  with	  a	  scene	  in	  which	  Marfa	  
and	  several	  other	  Old	  Believers	  burn	  themselves	  alive,	  as	  many	  did	  in	  real	  life.	  
	   At	  first	  glance,	  it	  would	  seem	  that	  Marfa’s	  identity	  as	  an	  Old	  Believer	  makes	  
her	  an	  unlikely	  symbol	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  political	  radicals:	  she	  is	  religious	  and	  
they	  were	  mostly	  atheists;	  she	  is	  conservative	  and	  they	  were	  mostly	  socialists	  or	  
collectivist	  anarchists.	  What	  the	  Old	  Believers	  had	  in	  common	  with	  the	  radicals,	  
however,	  was	  their	  antiestablishment	  orientation.	  The	  sect	  was	  often	  alluded	  to	  in	  
later	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  literature	  in	  order	  to	  hint	  at	  the	  fanatical	  views	  of	  
a	  given	  character	  and	  convey	  his	  willingness	  to	  go	  to	  any	  extreme	  in	  support	  of	  his	  
ideas,	  whatever	  they	  happen	  to	  be.	  For	  example,	  in	  Dostoevsky’s	  The	  Idiot	  (1869),	  
the	  main	  antagonist	  Rogozhin,	  who	  perceives	  the	  emptiness	  of	  polite	  society,	  
careens	  from	  one	  social	  meltdown	  to	  another,	  and	  finally	  kills	  his	  lover,	  comes	  from	  
Old	  Believer	  stock.	  Similarly,	  the	  rebellious	  Raskolnikov	  of	  Crime	  and	  Punishment	  
(1866),	  who	  becomes	  convinced	  of	  his	  own	  superiority	  to	  others	  and	  attempts	  to	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prove	  it	  by	  killing	  a	  pawnbroker,	  has	  a	  name	  derived	  from	  raskol’nik	  (schismatic),	  a	  
variant	  term	  for	  Old	  Believer.62	  	  
	   Marfa’s	  fanaticism	  is	  more	  explicitly	  political	  than	  that	  of	  Rogozhin	  or	  
Raskolnikov;	  her	  goal	  (in	  line	  with	  that	  of	  the	  bass	  Old	  Believer	  leader	  Dosifei)	  is	  to	  
save	  Russia	  from	  the	  reforms	  of	  Peter	  the	  Great	  by	  convincing	  prominent	  boyars	  to	  
join	  her	  side	  and	  rebel	  against	  the	  tsar.63	  The	  Old	  Believers	  in	  the	  opera	  thus	  
constitute	  a	  political	  conspiracy	  against	  the	  state	  that	  is	  deeply	  principled	  but	  
willing	  to	  resort	  to	  violence	  to	  accomplish	  its	  goals,	  much	  like	  the	  anti-­‐state	  radicals	  
of	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century.	  There	  was	  also	  a	  strikingly	  self-­‐sacrificial	  dimension	  
to	  the	  behavior	  of	  both	  groups.	  Marfa	  and	  the	  other	  Old	  Believers	  burn	  themselves	  
alive	  at	  the	  end	  of	  the	  opera	  (along	  with	  Marfa’s	  former	  lover,	  who	  is	  
understandably	  reluctant).	  The	  only	  slightly	  less	  dramatic	  nineteenth-­‐century	  
radicals	  gave	  up	  pleasant	  middle-­‐	  or	  upper-­‐class	  lives	  for	  poverty,	  uncertainty,	  
imprisonment,	  and	  occasionally	  execution.	  Revolution	  was	  their	  religion.	  Vera	  
Figner,	  sister	  of	  the	  famous	  tenor	  Nikolai	  Figner	  and	  a	  member	  of	  the	  executive	  
committee	  of	  the	  Narodnaya	  Volya	  (People’s	  Will),	  the	  most	  notorious	  revolutionary	  
cabal	  of	  the	  time,	  summed	  up	  the	  organization’s	  rigorous	  and	  eerily	  cult-­‐like	  
practices	  as	  follows:	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
62	  For	  more	  on	  Dostoevsky’s	  use	  of	  motifs	  drawn	  from	  the	  large	  number	  of	  sectarian	  groups	  that	  
proliferated	  in	  early	  modern	  and	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russia,	  see	  William	  J.	  Comer,	  “Rogozhin	  and	  the	  
‘Castrates’:	  Russian	  Religious	  Traditions	  in	  Dostoevsky’s	  The	  Idiot”	  in	  The	  Slavic	  and	  East	  European	  
Journal,	  vol.	  40,	  no.	  1	  (Spring,	  1996),	  pp.	  85-­‐89.	  
	  
63	  She	  does	  not	  state	  this	  goal	  explicitly.	  However,	  while	  reading	  the	  fortune	  of	  the	  progressive	  boyar	  
Golitsyn	  who	  supports	  Peter’s	  rival	  and	  sister	  Sophia,	  she	  predicts	  his	  fall	  from	  power—thereby	  
driving	  him	  into	  the	  arms	  of	  her	  co-­‐conspirators	  against	  Peter.	  I	  interpret	  this	  as	  an	  act	  of	  
manipulation	  on	  her	  part.	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These	  requirements	  of	  the	  constitution	  consisted:	  first,	  in	  the	  promise	  to	  devote	  all	  one’s	  mental	  and	  
spiritual	  strength	  to	  the	  revolutionary	  work,	  to	  forget	  for	  its	  sake	  all	  ties	  of	  kinship,	  and	  all	  personal	  
sympathies,	  love	  and	  friendships;	  second,	  to	  give	  one’s	  life	  also,	  if	  necessary,	  taking	  no	  thought	  of	  
anything	  else,	  and	  sparing	  no	  one	  and	  nothing;	  third,	  to	  have	  no	  personal	  property,	  nothing	  of	  one’s	  
own,	  which	  was	  not	  shared	  in	  common	  by	  the	  organisation	  of	  which	  one	  was	  a	  member;	  fourth,	  to	  
devote	  oneself	  entirely	  to	  the	  secret	  society,	  to	  renounce	  one’s	  individual	  desires,	  subordinating	  them	  
to	  the	  will	  of	  the	  majority	  as	  expressed	  in	  the	  ordinances	  of	  that	  society;	  fifth,	  to	  preserve	  complete	  
secrecy	  with	  respect	  to	  all	  the	  affairs,	  personnel,	  plans	  and	  proposals	  of	  the	  organisation…64	  
	  
As	  members	  of	  a	  religious	  sect	  that	  rebelled	  against	  the	  autocracy,	  went	  down	  in	  
flames,	  and	  was	  driven	  underground	  in	  early	  modern	  Russia	  but	  remained	  an	  
oppressed,	  secretive	  minority	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  the	  Old	  Believers	  would	  
seem	  an	  ideal	  cipher	  for	  the	  revolutionary	  cabals,	  which	  were	  periodically	  
suppressed	  but	  kept	  plotting	  underground.	  	  
	   By	  themselves,	  these	  parallels	  between	  the	  Old	  Believers	  and	  nineteenth-­‐
century	  radicals	  are	  intriguing	  but	  too	  general	  to	  be	  conclusive	  (particularly	  in	  a	  
country	  where	  almost	  any	  unusual	  behavior	  might	  be	  deemed	  subversive).	  
However,	  the	  character	  of	  Marfa	  gives	  them	  more	  credibility	  because	  she	  resembles	  
the	  new	  revolutionary	  not	  only	  in	  her	  hostility	  to	  the	  state,	  but	  also	  in	  more	  
culturally	  specific,	  gender-­‐coded	  ways	  that	  are	  difficult	  to	  ignore.	  First,	  she	  dresses	  
in	  modest	  dark	  clothes	  and	  covers	  her	  hair—two	  practices	  which	  recall	  not	  only	  Old	  
Believer	  custom	  but	  also	  the	  tendency	  of	  nineteenth-­‐century	  female	  activists	  to	  
wear	  ascetic,	  status-­‐neutral	  dark	  dresses	  and	  simple	  buns	  instead	  of	  the	  elaborate	  
gowns	  and	  coiffures	  preferred	  by	  affluent	  women.65	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64	  Vera	  Figner,	  Memoirs	  of	  a	  Revolutionist,	  trans.	  Camilla	  Chapin	  Daniels	  (New	  York:	  Greenwood	  
Press,	  1968),	  80.	  
	  
65	  See	  Ch.	  4,	  “The	  Nihilist	  Response”	  in	  Stites,	  The	  Women’s	  Liberation	  Movement	  in	  Russia:	  Feminism,	  
Nihilism,	  and	  Bolshevism,	  1860-­‐1930	  (Princeton:	  Princeton	  University	  Press,	  1990).	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Fig.	  9,	  Yevgenia	  Zbruyova	  as	  Marfa	  	  	  	  	  	  Fig.	  10,	  Vera	  Figner	  c.	  1883.	  Reproduced	  	  
c.	  1911.	  Reproduced	  in	  R.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  in	  Five	  Sisters:	  Women	  Against	  the	  Tsar,	  ed.	  
Shirinyan,	  M.	  P.	  Musorgsky	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Barbara	  A.	  Engel	  and	  Clifford	  N.	  Rosenthal	  
(Moscow:	  Muzyka,	  1989),	  125.	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  (New	  York:	  Knopf,	  1975),	  57.	  
	  
Second,	  she	  demonstrates	  a	  greater	  command	  of	  weaponry	  than	  any	  earlier	  female	  
Russian	  operatic	  character:	  she	  successfully	  parries	  the	  knife-­‐stroke	  of	  her	  former	  
lover	  who	  intends	  to	  kill	  her.	  Similarly,	  female	  radicals	  became	  involved	  in	  handling	  
firearms	  and	  explosives	  on	  a	  large	  scale	  in	  the	  1870s,	  the	  decade	  over	  the	  course	  of	  
which	  Khovanshchina	  was	  composed;66	  Musorgsky	  may	  have	  remembered	  the	  
notorious	  shooting	  of	  Fyodor	  Trepov,	  the	  governor	  of	  St.	  Petersburg,	  by	  Vera	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
66	  Vera	  Figner	  recounts	  her	  use	  of	  dynamite:	  “Since	  the	  thought	  was	  unendurable	  to	  me	  that	  I	  should	  
bear	  only	  a	  moral	  responsibility,	  and	  not	  take	  a	  material	  part	  in	  an	  act	  for	  which	  the	  law	  threatened	  
my	  comrades	  with	  the	  most	  heavy	  penalties,	  I	  made	  every	  effort	  to	  persuade	  the	  organisation	  to	  
grant	  me	  some	  active	  part	  in	  the	  execution	  of	  its	  projects.	  After	  reprimanding	  me	  for	  seeking	  my	  own	  
satisfaction	  instead	  of	  leaving	  it	  to	  the	  organisation	  to	  dispose	  of	  my	  services	  as	  it	  should	  itself	  think	  
best,	  they	  made	  a	  concession	  and	  sent	  me	  to	  Odessa	  with	  dynamite.”	  Figner,	  81.	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Zasulich	  in	  1877.	  Third,	  Marfa	  acts	  as	  a	  loyal	  comrade	  and	  second-­‐in-­‐command	  to	  
the	  Old	  Believer	  leader	  Dosifei,	  just	  as	  female	  activists	  typically	  subordinated	  
themselves,	  albeit	  in	  positions	  of	  considerable	  responsibility,	  to	  the	  male	  leaders	  of	  
revolutionary	  cabals.	  Finally	  (and	  I	  must	  admit	  this	  is	  a	  more	  speculative	  claim),	  
Marfa	  reads	  a	  boyar’s	  fortune	  in	  a	  bowl	  filled	  with	  liquid—an	  occult	  practice	  which	  
would	  have	  been	  frowned	  upon	  by	  most	  Old	  Believers	  and	  thus	  seems	  out	  of	  place	  
in	  the	  opera	  but	  is	  somewhat	  reminiscent	  of	  the	  arcane	  scientific	  knowledge,	  
particularly	  medical	  knowledge,	  possessed	  by	  many	  female	  revolutionaries	  of	  the	  
1870s.	  Indeed,	  the	  primary	  path	  to	  radicalization	  for	  both	  female	  and	  male	  members	  
of	  the	  middle	  class	  was	  through	  higher	  education	  in	  specialized	  fields	  such	  as	  
medicine.67	  
	   Marfa	  thus	  seems	  emblematic	  of	  a	  widely	  recognized	  type	  of	  female	  
political	  activist	  who	  rejected	  conventional	  feminine	  attire,	  learned	  trades	  that	  
previously	  had	  been	  reserved	  for	  men,	  and	  was	  willing	  to	  take	  up	  arms	  for	  her	  
cause.	  Nor	  is	  she	  the	  only	  premodern	  heroine	  who	  embodies	  these	  contemporary	  
social	  developments;	  a	  variety	  of	  similar	  characters	  could	  be	  seen	  on	  theatrical	  
stages	  in	  the	  late	  1870s	  and	  early	  1880s.	  Chaikovsky’s	  Orleanskaya	  deva	  (The	  Maid	  
of	  Orleans,	  1881)	  features	  an	  equally	  fanatical,	  even	  more	  assertive	  and	  masculine-­‐
tinged	  mezzo	  heroine,	  the	  cross-­‐dressing	  Joan	  of	  Arc,	  who	  defeats	  a	  man	  in	  single	  
combat	  onstage.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67	  Figner	  was	  trained	  as	  a	  doctor.	  Her	  and	  her	  associates’	  experiences	  ministering	  to	  the	  
impoverished	  peasantry,	  who	  seemed	  too	  feeble	  to	  respond	  to	  attempts	  to	  radicalize	  them,	  were	  
among	  the	  main	  factors	  in	  the	  shift	  to	  a	  campaign	  of	  terror	  against	  the	  government.	  See	  also	  Stites’	  
discussion	  of	  women	  and	  medicine	  in	  Stites	  Ch.	  3,	  “The	  Feminist	  Response.”	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Fig.	  11,	  Maria	  Kamenskaya	  (1854/51-­‐1925)	  as	  Joan	  of	  Arc	  in	  Orleanskaya	  
deva.	  Photograph	  taken	  between	  1881	  and	  1886.	  From	  Pruzhansky,	  I,	  250.	  	  
	  
Though	  his	  opera	  did	  not	  prove	  a	  popular	  success,	  it	  is	  indicative	  of	  a	  widespread	  
interest	  in	  Joan	  of	  Arc	  and	  other	  picturesque	  historical	  figures	  of	  righteous	  struggle	  
against	  an	  encroaching	  government.	  In	  1884,	  the	  Schiller	  play	  on	  which	  the	  opera	  
was	  based	  was	  revived	  to	  huge	  acclaim	  at	  the	  Maly	  Theater	  in	  Moscow	  with	  Maria	  
Ermolova	  in	  the	  title	  role.	  Tall	  and	  awkward	  with	  a	  low	  speaking	  voice,	  this	  actress	  
was	  famous	  for	  her	  spirited,	  rebellious	  yet	  self-­‐sacrificing	  heroines	  and	  had	  been	  a	  
poster	  girl	  for	  disaffected	  youth	  since	  the	  1870s.	  “An	  electric	  shock	  ran	  through	  the	  
	  273	  
audience,”	  reads	  a	  typical	  review.	  “Trembling	  as	  if	  from	  fever,	  spectators	  were	  
prepared	  to	  burst	  from	  their	  seats	  and	  follow	  this	  heroic	  girl.”68	  
	   No	  opera	  singer	  ever	  achieved	  quite	  that	  degree	  of	  anti-­‐establishment	  
appeal.	  Although	  some	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos,	  such	  as	  Darya	  Leonova,	  rebelled	  
against	  the	  institutions	  in	  which	  they	  worked	  and	  helped	  create	  a	  repertoire	  of	  
revolutionary	  heroines,	  they	  themselves—like	  the	  composers	  who	  wrote	  those	  
roles—demonstrated	  no	  interest	  in	  radical	  politics.69	  As	  purveyors	  of	  an	  art	  form	  
that	  owed	  its	  very	  existence	  to	  state	  subsidies	  and	  as	  workers	  who	  earned	  more	  
money	  as	  performers	  than	  they	  could	  expect	  in	  most	  other	  professions	  that	  were	  
open	  to	  women,	  they	  had	  little	  incentive	  to	  undermine	  the	  state.	  However,	  one	  need	  
not	  be	  a	  full-­‐fledged	  rebel	  in	  order	  to	  critique	  an	  institution	  or	  find	  alternatives	  
outside	  it.	  By	  forming	  their	  own	  private	  and	  largely	  domestic	  networks	  of	  
composers,	  singers,	  instrumentalists,	  and	  teachers,	  mezzos	  such	  as	  Leonova	  helped	  
create	  an	  environment	  in	  which	  significant	  operas	  were	  composed	  and	  
workshopped	  through	  intense	  collaboration	  between	  composers	  and	  performers,	  
outside	  of	  official	  channels.	  Like	  the	  arteli	  which	  incubated	  anti-­‐state	  radicalism,	  
these	  domestic	  networks	  gave	  birth	  to	  the	  smaller	  opera	  companies	  that	  would	  
emerge	  at	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle	  and	  break	  the	  monopoly	  of	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters.	  	  
	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
68	  Quoted	  in	  Ch.	  4,	  “An	  Uneasy	  Alliance:	  Glikeria	  Fedotova	  and	  Maria	  Ermolova	  at	  the	  Maly	  Theatre”	  
in	  Catherine	  Schuler,	  Women	  in	  Russian	  Theatre:	  The	  Actress	  in	  the	  Silver	  Age	  (London	  and	  New	  York:	  
Routledge,	  1996).	  
	  
69	  In	  fact,	  in	  her	  memoirs	  Leonova	  shamelessly	  name-­‐drops	  the	  aristocrats	  and	  statesmen	  with	  whom	  
she	  was	  acquainted.	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Yelizaveta	  Lavrovskaya,	  Chaikovsky,	  Mothers,	  and	  Trouser	  Roles	  
Although	  she	  appears	  to	  have	  had	  no	  children,	  Darya	  Leonova	  established	  herself	  as	  
a	  powerful	  maternal	  figure	  both	  onstage	  as	  Rogneda	  and	  offstage	  as	  a	  teacher.70	  
Until	  her	  arrival,	  mothers	  had	  received	  little	  representation	  compared	  to	  fathers	  in	  
Russian	  opera	  for	  the	  simple	  reason	  that	  the	  latter	  were	  considered	  the	  primary	  
agents	  within	  the	  nuclear	  family	  and	  dependent	  young	  children	  functioned	  even	  
more	  effectively	  onstage	  than	  wives	  in	  accentuating	  the	  protectiveness	  and	  moral	  
authority	  of	  patriarchs.	  However,	  starting	  in	  the	  mid-­‐1860s	  with	  Rogneda,	  mothers	  
cropped	  up	  with	  increasing	  frequency.	  In	  some	  of	  Chaikovsky’s	  operas,	  they	  displace	  
the	  father	  entirely.	  This	  trend	  reflects	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  “woman	  question”	  and	  the	  
ensuing	  public	  debate	  over	  married	  women’s	  legal	  status	  and	  lifestyle	  options	  
(which	  would	  be	  crystallized	  in	  Anna	  Karenina,	  one	  of	  the	  first	  major	  Russian	  novels	  
to	  feature	  a	  mother	  as	  a	  protagonist).	  However,	  it	  is	  tempting	  to	  speculate	  that	  
opera	  composers	  were	  reacting	  not	  only	  to	  these	  broad	  social	  developments,	  but	  
also	  to	  analogous	  developments	  within	  their	  own	  social	  circles,	  which	  in	  many	  cases	  
revolved	  around	  domestic	  musical	  settings	  that	  were	  controlled	  by	  mature	  mezzos	  
or	  contraltos.	  Musorgsky	  was	  indelibly	  affected	  by	  his	  contact	  with	  the	  older	  
Vorobyova	  and	  Leonova.	  Chaikovsky,	  too,	  had	  a	  matron-­‐muse:	  Yelizaveta	  
Lavrovskaya.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70	  Her	  students	  included	  the	  noted	  tenors	  Aleksandr	  Dodonov,	  Pyotr	  Olenin,	  Leonid	  Sobinov,	  and	  
Vasily	  Shkafer.	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   Lavrovskaya	  (1845/1849-­‐1919),	  a	  younger	  rival	  of	  Leonova,	  shared	  the	  
latter’s	  fate	  of	  premature	  dismissal	  from	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters.71	  Undeterred,	  she	  
went	  to	  Paris,	  studied	  with	  Pauline	  Viardot,	  performed	  a	  number	  of	  concerts	  abroad,	  
returned	  to	  Russia,	  and	  played	  a	  prominent	  role	  in	  the	  St.	  Petersburg	  salon	  of	  Yulia	  
Abaza,	  wife	  of	  a	  powerful	  statesman	  who	  supported	  the	  progressive	  reforms	  of	  the	  
1860s.72	  Chaikovsky	  had	  composed	  the	  feisty	  maternal	  role	  of	  Morozova	  in	  his	  failed	  
opera	  Oprichnik	  (The	  Guardsman,	  1874)	  with	  her	  in	  mind,	  and	  they	  maintained	  their	  
connection	  even	  as	  Lavrovskaya’s	  operatic	  career	  dwindled.	  One	  evening,	  she	  made	  
a	  suggestion	  that	  would	  change	  the	  landscape	  of	  Russian	  opera	  forever.	  Chaikovsky	  
recounts,	  
Last	  week	  I	  went	  one	  evening	  to	  see	  Lavrovskaia.	  The	  conversation	  came	  round	  to	  operatic	  subjects.	  
Her	  stupid	  husband	  was	  talking	  awful	  nonsense	  and	  suggested	  all	  sorts	  of	  impossible	  librettos.	  
Yelizaveta	  Andreyevna	  was	  silent	  and	  smiled	  condescendingly	  when	  she	  suddenly	  said:	  “What	  about	  
using	  Eugene	  Onegin?”	  The	  idea	  seemed	  wild	  to	  me	  and	  I	  did	  not	  say	  anything	  but	  later,	  while	  eating	  
alone	  in	  a	  pub	  I	  remembered	  about	  Onegin	  and	  started	  thinking.	  I	  thought	  the	  idea	  of	  Lavrovskaia	  
possible,	  then	  became	  captivated	  and	  by	  the	  end	  of	  my	  meal	  I	  had	  decided.73	  	  
	  
She	  continued	  to	  be	  involved	  in	  the	  opera’s	  genesis,	  singing	  the	  main	  contralto	  role	  
of	  Tatyana’s	  sister	  Olga	  at	  the	  opera’s	  unveiling	  in	  the	  Abazas’	  salon	  well	  before	  the	  
official	  premiere	  at	  the	  Moscow	  Conservatory.74	   	  
	   Crucial	  to	  Lavrovskaya’s	  appeal	  for	  the	  composer	  was	  the	  severity	  and	  
asceticism	  of	  her	  performance	  style.	  Chaikovsky	  relates:	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
71	  I	  have	  not	  been	  able	  to	  determine	  why	  she	  was,	  in	  Pruzhansky’s	  words,	  “undeservedly	  dismissed”	  
in	  1872.	  The	  admittedly	  biased	  Leonova	  claims	  in	  her	  memoirs	  that	  Lavrovskaya	  ruined	  her	  voice	  by	  
singing	  Fidès	  in	  Le	  prophète.	  This	  might	  well	  be	  another	  instance	  of	  a	  low-­‐voiced	  woman	  being	  forced	  
to	  sing	  a	  part	  ill	  suited	  to	  her	  range	  (Lavrovskaya	  was	  a	  contralto	  and	  Fidès	  would	  have	  been	  rather	  
high	  for	  her).	  See	  Leonova,	  346.	  
	  
72	  Pruzhansky,	  “Lavrovskaya,	  Yelizaveta	  Andreyevna,”	  271-­‐72.	  
	  
73	  Letter	  to	  his	  brother	  Modest,	  18	  May	  1877	  in	  Tchaikovsky,	  Letters	  to	  his	  Family:	  An	  Autobiography,	  
trans.	  Galina	  von	  Meck,	  ed.	  Percy	  M.	  Young	  (New	  York:	  Cooper	  Square	  Press,	  2000),	  116-­‐17.	  
	  
74	  See	  Pruzhansky,	  “Lavrovskaya,	  Yelizaveta	  Andreyevna,”	  271-­‐72.	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What’s	  most	  precious	  of	  all	  about	  g-­‐zha	  [Madam]	  Lavrovskaya	  is	  that	  she	  doesn’t	  resort	  to	  any	  
special	  effects,	  any	  theatricality,	  or	  any	  contrived	  female	  coquettishness	  in	  order	  to	  charm	  the	  
listener.	  Nowhere	  does	  one	  detect	  a	  striving	  to	  please	  by	  means	  of	  the	  well-­‐known	  routinely	  striking	  
methods	  that	  are	  generally	  accepted	  on	  the	  Italian	  stage	  and	  especially	  favored	  by	  the	  upper	  strata	  of	  
the	  public.	  G-­‐zha	  Lavrovskaya	  never	  leaves	  the	  bounds	  of	  severe,	  chaste	  artistry…She	  clearly	  doesn’t	  
concern	  herself	  with	  producing	  an	  effect,	  but	  rather	  with	  singing	  well—yet	  she	  attains	  a	  far	  greater	  
effect	  than	  any	  other	  singer.” 
 
These	  flattering	  assessments	  of	  female	  severity,	  chastity,	  and	  abandonment	  of	  
certain	  features	  of	  traditional	  feminine	  self-­‐presentation	  were	  part	  of	  the	  discourse	  
surrounding	  politically	  and	  professionally	  active	  women	  of	  the	  time.	  In	  addition	  to	  
giving	  up	  elaborate	  clothing,	  many	  of	  these	  women	  sacrificed	  family	  life	  in	  order	  to	  
pursue	  their	  goals,	  even	  going	  so	  far	  as	  to	  enter	  what	  were	  claimed	  to	  be	  sexless	  
sham	  marriages	  with	  equally	  idealistic	  young	  men	  in	  order	  to	  overturn	  their	  fathers’	  
legal	  right	  to	  control	  their	  activities	  until	  they	  were	  married.75	  Though	  
Lavrovskaya’s	  career	  was	  considerably	  more	  limited	  and	  her	  lifestyle	  much	  more	  
conventional,	  she	  translated	  this	  aura	  of	  female	  chastity,	  seriousness,	  and	  high	  
moral	  purpose	  into	  a	  musical	  context.	  She	  impressed	  Chaikovsky,	  and	  moreover	  her	  
private	  connections	  proved	  vital	  for	  a	  composer	  who	  had	  little	  trust	  in	  the	  official	  
opera	  world.76	  Later	  in	  life,	  as	  one	  of	  the	  most	  widely	  respected	  voice	  teachers	  in	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75	  This	  fascinating	  custom	  is	  treated	  at	  length	  in	  Stites	  Chapter	  4,	  “The	  Nihilist	  Response.”	  It	  often	  
ended	  in	  disaster,	  since	  the	  one	  or	  other	  of	  the	  married	  couple	  would	  soon	  meet	  someone	  else,	  want	  
to	  enter	  into	  a	  real	  marriage	  with	  that	  person,	  and	  have	  to	  cope	  with	  difficult	  divorce	  laws.	  	  
	  
76	  Later,	  when	  explaining	  to	  his	  patron	  Nadezhda	  von	  Meck	  why	  he	  didn’t	  want	  the	  Mariinsky	  to	  
premiere	  Eugene	  Onegin,	  he	  justified	  himself	  as	  follows:	  “Later	  on	  I	  am	  prepared	  to	  present	  it	  in	  a	  
State	  Theatre,	  but	  only	  if	  they	  ask	  me,	  because	  only	  in	  this	  way	  shall	  I	  be	  able	  to	  demand	  conditions	  of	  
production	  which	  are	  essential	  for	  Onegin	  to	  have	  any	  success.	  If	  I	  take	  initiative	  myself,	  they	  will	  
behave	  with	  the	  lack	  of	  ceremony	  displayed	  in	  the	  production	  of	  previous	  operas.	  I	  must	  be	  fair	  to	  the	  
management	  of	  the	  St	  Petersburg	  theatres.	  Vakula	  was	  performed	  with	  great	  care	  and	  the	  production	  
was	  not	  miserly,	  but	  there	  were	  so	  many	  things	  wrong,	  so	  many	  anachronisms,	  so	  much	  worn-­‐out	  
routine	  in	  the	  grouping	  of	  the	  choruses,	  and,	  most	  important,	  such	  miscasting!	  Kommissarzhevsky	  as	  
Vakula!!	  Quite	  dreadful,	  of	  course,	  yet	  they	  insisted	  that	  the	  part	  should	  be	  given	  to	  him.	  In	  general,	  in	  
the	  production	  of	  Vakula	  I	  had	  to	  submit	  to	  every	  instruction	  of	  the	  conductor	  and	  the	  producer,	  who	  
answered	  every	  observation	  of	  mine	  with:	  ‘It	  can’t	  be	  done	  any	  other	  way.’	  I	  don’t	  want	  this	  from	  now	  
on.	  If	  they	  ask	  me	  to	  present	  Onegin	  there,	  I	  shall	  make	  the	  conditions.”	  Letter	  89	  in	  ‘To	  my	  best	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Russia,	  she	  trained	  a	  number	  of	  singers	  who	  would	  follow	  her	  lead	  and	  ply	  their	  
trade	  in	  the	  private	  sphere—specifically	  in	  the	  burgeoning	  private	  opera	  companies	  
at	  the	  fin	  de	  siècle	  that	  would	  break	  the	  monopoly	  of	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters.77	  
	   One	  of	  her	  students,	  the	  successful	  Imperial	  Theaters	  contralto	  Yevgenia	  
Zbruyova	  [c.	  1868-­‐1936],	  who	  was	  incidentally	  the	  first	  Mariinsky	  Marfa,	  left	  behind	  
recordings	  that	  may	  tell	  us	  something	  about	  Lavrovskaya’s	  pedagogy.	  As	  one	  of	  the	  
few	  Russian	  lower-­‐voiced	  women	  who	  received	  the	  opportunity	  to	  make	  records	  in	  
the	  early	  twentieth	  century,	  she	  offers	  modern	  ears	  a	  tantalizing	  hint	  of	  what	  
Lavrovskaya	  herself	  and	  other	  contraltos	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  might	  have	  
sounded	  like.	  In	  order	  both	  to	  maintain	  continuity	  with	  the	  earlier	  analysis	  of	  
Vanya’s	  aria	  “Зажигайте	  огни”	  and	  to	  best	  imagine	  how	  these	  singers	  sounded	  in	  
the	  opera	  house,	  I	  have	  chosen	  to	  discuss	  Zbruyova’s	  1913	  rendition	  of	  that	  aria	  
(accompanied	  by	  orchestra)78	  instead	  of	  her	  other	  recordings,	  which	  are	  mostly	  
accompanied	  by	  piano.	  (See	  Track	  6	  of	  the	  accompanying	  CD.)	  
	   The	  recording	  reveals	  a	  voice	  that	  is	  agile,	  bright,	  and	  forceful	  but	  not	  
particularly	  heavy	  in	  the	  middle	  range.	  The	  hint	  of	  harshness	  and	  occasional	  flatness	  
on	  the	  high	  Fs	  suggest	  that	  her	  comfortable	  range	  does	  not	  extend	  far	  beyond	  that	  
pitch.	  Only	  the	  stentorian	  B	  flats	  below	  middle	  C	  at	  3:10	  and	  3:30	  hint	  at	  her	  rich	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
friend’:	  Correspondence	  between	  Tchaikovsky	  and	  Nadezhda	  von	  Meck,	  1876-­‐1878,	  trans.	  Galina	  von	  
Meck,	  ed.	  Edward	  Garden	  and	  Nigel	  Gotteri	  (Oxford:	  Clarendon,	  1993).	  
	  
77	  Her	  students	  included	  Alevtina	  Paskhalova	  and	  Yelena	  Tsvetkova	  (who	  would	  join	  the	  Mamontov	  
Private	  Opera),	  as	  well	  as	  Renée	  Radina	  (wife	  of	  the	  tenor	  Nikolai	  Figner	  and	  member	  of	  his	  opera	  
troupe).	  See	  Pruzhansky,	  “Lavrovskaya,	  Yelizaveta	  Andreyevna,”	  271.	  Chaikovsky,	  who	  invited	  her	  to	  
teach	  at	  the	  Moscow	  Conservatory,	  thought	  highly	  of	  her	  teaching:	  see	  letter	  to	  Modest,	  22	  April	  
1893,	  in	  Chaikovsky,	  Letters	  to	  his	  Family:	  An	  Autobiography,	  trans.	  Galina	  von	  Meck,	  ed.	  Percy	  M.	  
Young	  (New	  York:	  Cooper	  Square	  Press,	  2000),	  540.	  
	  
78	  Zbruyova,	  “Vanya’s	  coloratura	  aria	  ‘Light	  the	  fires.’	  ”	  St.	  Petersburg:	  Gramophone	  Co.,	  16	  November	  
1913.	  Preserved	  on	  Singers	  of	  Imperial	  Russia,	  vol.	  3	  (Wadhurst,	  E.	  Sussex,	  England:	  Pearl,	  1992).	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lower	  depths,	  which	  can	  be	  heard	  to	  even	  greater	  advantage	  in	  her	  1907	  rendition	  
of	  Ratmir’s	  aria	  “И	  жар	  и	  зной.”	  The	  sound	  is	  consistent	  with	  both	  nineteenth-­‐	  and	  
twentieth-­‐century	  descriptions	  of	  lower-­‐voiced	  Russian	  women,	  which	  sometimes	  
disagree	  on	  whether	  a	  given	  singer	  is	  a	  mezzo	  or	  contralto.	  (Olga	  Borodina,	  for	  
example,	  confounds	  taxonomists	  with	  her	  combination	  of	  an	  impossibly	  rich,	  deep	  
timbre	  with	  an	  agility	  and	  command	  of	  high	  notes	  more	  associated	  with	  bel	  canto	  
mezzos.)	  The	  recording	  suggests	  that	  lower-­‐voiced	  Russian	  singers	  were	  less	  
concerned	  than	  their	  modern-­‐day	  counterparts	  with	  extending	  their	  upper	  ranges.	  
This	  lack	  of	  concern	  is	  consistent	  with	  the	  relatively	  low-­‐lying	  vocal	  lines	  that	  can	  be	  
seen	  in	  scores;	  Russian	  mezzo	  roles	  rarely	  go	  above	  high	  A	  flat,	  whereas	  Franco-­‐
Italian	  ones	  often	  demand	  a	  B	  flat	  and	  occasionally	  even	  a	  C.	  Finally,	  her	  singing	  is	  
restrained;	  there	  is	  none	  of	  the	  sobbing,	  extended	  fermati,	  or	  dramatic	  decrescendos	  
that	  are	  such	  a	  hallmark	  of	  verismo-­‐influenced	  Russian	  soprano	  and	  tenor	  singing	  at	  
the	  fin	  de	  siècle.	  	  
	   We	  may	  plausibly	  assume	  that	  the	  vocal	  style	  of	  Zbruyova	  and	  many	  other	  
mezzos	  is	  indebted	  to	  Lavrovskaya’s	  example	  both	  onstage	  as	  a	  singer	  and	  offstage	  
as	  a	  teacher.	  And	  because	  widespread	  vocal	  styles	  formed	  the	  basis	  of	  composers’	  
expectations	  of	  how	  their	  own	  vocal	  compositions	  would	  be	  realized	  in	  
performance,	  Lavrovskaya’s	  voice	  and	  pedagogy	  likely	  influenced	  Chaikovsky’s	  own	  
approach	  to	  writing	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  roles.	  Certainly	  his	  operas	  exploit	  rich	  
lower	  notes	  more	  effectively	  than	  any	  previous	  composer:	  see,	  for	  example,	  
Zbruyova’s	  powerful	  low	  A	  natural	  and	  extended	  C	  flat,	  part	  of	  a	  passage	  marked	  
fortissimo,	  at	  the	  end	  of	  Polina’s	  aria	  “Подруги	  милые”	  from	  Pikovaya	  dama	  (see	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Track	  7	  of	  the	  accompanying	  CD).79	  The	  range	  of	  the	  song,	  from	  A	  below	  middle	  C	  to	  
the	  A	  flat	  two	  octaves	  higher,	  fits	  comfortably	  within	  a	  contralto	  tessitura.	  
Fig.	  12,	  “Подруги	  милые”	  (“Dear	  Friends”)	  from	  Pikovaya	  dama	  (recorded	  
1907)	  
 
	   However,	  the	  maternal	  figure	  who	  seems	  to	  have	  exerted	  the	  greatest	  
impact	  on	  Chaikovsky’s	  operas	  was	  not	  a	  singer	  but	  the	  businesswoman	  and	  artistic	  
patron	  Nadezhda	  von	  Meck,	  a	  widow	  and	  mother	  of	  eighteen	  children	  who	  
supported	  Chaikovsky	  financially	  for	  thirteen	  years	  with	  the	  curious	  stipulation	  that	  
they	  never	  meet	  in	  person.	  He	  kept	  her	  minutely	  apprised	  of	  his	  compositional	  
activities	  through	  a	  series	  of	  chatty,	  obsequious	  letters.	  During	  this	  period,	  he	  wrote	  
a	  number	  of	  operas	  featuring	  forceful	  mezzo	  matrons	  who	  possess	  authority	  either	  
through	  high	  social	  position	  or	  through	  magical	  power:	  Mazepa	  (1884),	  Cherevichki	  
(1887),	  Charodeika	  (1887),	  and	  Pikovaya	  dama	  (1890).	  Indeed,	  Chaikovsky’s	  oeuvre	  
contains	  more	  such	  characters	  than	  that	  of	  any	  other	  Russian	  composer.	  Although	  I	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79	  Zbruyova,	  “Podrugi	  milye,”	  St.	  Petersburg,	  G	  &	  T,	  1907.	  Preserved	  on	  Singers	  of	  Imperial	  Russia,	  
vol.	  3	  (Wadhurst,	  E.	  Sussex,	  England:	  Pearl,	  1992).	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cannot	  prove	  that	  Von	  Meck	  inspired	  them—and	  she	  would	  not	  have	  been	  their	  only	  
inspiration—it	  seems	  plausible	  that	  a	  composer	  who	  owed	  his	  livelihood	  to	  a	  
wealthy	  older	  woman	  would	  be	  more	  inclined	  to	  depict	  female	  authority	  figures	  
onstage.	  Nor	  was	  Von	  Meck	  an	  isolated	  case:	  in	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century,	  many	  
older	  women	  were	  actively	  patronizing	  opera,	  if	  not	  financially	  then	  by	  teaching	  or	  
by	  providing	  the	  environments	  in	  which	  composers	  workshopped	  their	  operas.	  	  	  
	   The	  most	  complex	  and	  provocative	  operatic	  representation	  of	  this	  cadre	  of	  
influential	  older	  women	  may	  be	  the	  Countess	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama	  (The	  Queen	  of	  
Spades).	  The	  parallels	  between	  the	  Countess	  and	  Von	  Meck	  are	  striking:	  both	  were	  
rich,	  elderly,	  infirm	  women	  who	  had	  made	  their	  fortunes	  with	  the	  help	  of	  a	  man	  but	  
spent	  their	  later	  lives	  single;	  both	  tyrannized	  over	  their	  younger	  relatives	  and	  
potential	  in-­‐laws;	  both	  acted	  as	  mysterious,	  phantasmagorical	  benefactors	  who	  gave	  
money	  to	  younger	  men	  only	  conditionally	  and	  then	  suddenly	  withdrew	  it.	  (The	  
Countess	  is	  literally	  a	  ghost	  for	  much	  of	  the	  opera;	  Von	  Meck	  may	  be	  considered	  a	  
ghostly	  presence	  in	  Chaikovsky’s	  life	  insofar	  as	  the	  two	  never	  met.)	  A	  figure	  who	  
inspires	  terror	  in	  the	  tenor	  protagonist	  Gherman	  despite	  her	  physical	  frailty,	  the	  
Countess	  tells	  the	  young	  man	  the	  names	  of	  the	  three	  cards	  that	  will	  bring	  him	  
fabulous	  wealth—only	  to	  foil	  him	  at	  the	  gambling	  tables,	  causing	  him	  to	  lose	  an	  
astronomical	  sum.	  In	  a	  striking	  instance	  of	  life	  imitating	  art,	  Von	  Meck	  abruptly	  
ended	  her	  patronage	  of	  Chaikovsky	  in	  1890,	  just	  a	  few	  months	  before	  the	  premiere	  
of	  Pikovaya	  dama.80	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80	  It	  is	  not	  known	  exactly	  why	  she	  ended	  her	  patronage.	  The	  most	  credible	  explanation	  is	  a	  
combination	  of	  factors:	  she	  was	  dying	  of	  tuberculosis,	  she	  had	  lost	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  money,	  and	  her	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   Since	  the	  opera’s	  libretto	  hews	  closely	  to	  a	  preexisting	  short	  story	  by	  
Pushkin,	  one	  cannot	  claim	  that	  the	  operatic	  Countess	  was	  “based”	  on	  Von	  Meck.	  
However,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  suggest	  that	  one	  of	  the	  reasons	  the	  project	  appealed	  to	  
Chaikovsky	  was	  that	  he	  could	  relate	  to	  the	  situation	  of	  a	  penurious	  young	  man	  
whose	  financial	  well-­‐being	  depended	  on	  a	  wealthy	  older	  woman.81	  The	  role	  of	  the	  
Countess	  as	  the	  opera’s	  primary	  authority	  figure	  not	  only	  recalls	  Von	  Meck,	  but	  also	  
hearkens	  back	  to	  the	  most	  powerful	  female	  figure	  in	  Russian	  history,	  Catherine	  the	  
Great	  (during	  whose	  reign	  the	  opera	  is	  set	  and	  to	  whom	  the	  libretto	  frequently	  
alludes),	  as	  well	  as	  aristocratic	  patrons	  of	  the	  mid-­‐nineteenth	  century	  such	  as	  the	  
Grand	  Duchess	  Elena	  Pavlovna,	  one	  of	  the	  founders	  of	  the	  seminal	  Russian	  Musical	  
Society.82	  In	  writing	  the	  roles	  of	  powerful	  mezzo	  matrons,	  Russian	  composers	  
looked	  not	  just	  forward	  but	  backward:	  not	  only	  to	  the	  feminists,	  radicals,	  and	  
professional	  women	  of	  their	  own	  time,	  but	  also	  to	  the	  eighteenth-­‐century	  world	  of	  
aristocratic	  salon	  patronesses	  and	  female	  monarchs.83	  	   	  
	   Depictions	  of	  these	  matrons	  were	  not	  always	  flattering.	  The	  Countess	  is	  
seen	  by	  the	  other	  characters	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama	  as	  grotesque	  because	  of	  her	  
advanced	  age	  and	  the	  fact	  that	  any	  man	  who	  wants	  to	  learn	  the	  secret	  of	  the	  three	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
family	  disapproved	  of	  her	  unusual	  relationship	  with	  the	  composer.	  Some	  have	  also	  speculated,	  less	  
credibly,	  that	  she	  cut	  him	  off	  because	  she	  found	  out	  about	  his	  homosexuality	  and	  disapproved	  of	  it.	  	  
	  
81	  The	  similarities	  between	  the	  plot	  of	  Pikovaya	  dama	  and	  Chaikovsky’s	  life	  at	  the	  time	  have	  been	  
widely	  observed,	  notably	  in	  John	  Clifford’s	  play	  The	  Queen	  of	  Spades.	  See	  Michael	  Billington,	  
“Tchaikovsky	  and	  the	  Queen	  of	  Spades,”	  The	  Guardian,	  19	  May	  2007.	  
	  
82	  See	  Inna	  Naroditskaya,	  Bewitching	  Russian	  Opera:	  The	  Tsarina	  from	  State	  to	  Stage	  (Oxford:	  Oxford	  
University	  Press,	  2012)	  and	  Lynn	  Sargeant,	  Harmony	  and	  Discord:	  Music	  and	  the	  Transformation	  of	  
Russian	  Cultural	  Life	  (Oxford:	  Oxford	  University	  Press,	  2011).	  
	  
83	  For	  most	  of	  the	  eighteenth	  century,	  Russia	  was	  ruled	  by	  empresses;	  only	  in	  the	  nineteenth	  century	  
would	  male	  monarchs	  again	  become	  the	  norm.	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cards	  must	  court	  her;	  her	  one	  aria	  consists	  of	  senile	  reminiscences	  of	  her	  youth	  in	  
the	  decadent	  ancien	  régime	  court	  of	  Louis	  XV;	  after	  her	  death,	  she	  reappears	  as	  a	  
terrifying	  ghost.	  In	  the	  crumbling	  social	  order	  of	  late	  nineteenth-­‐century	  Russia,	  
people	  didn’t	  always	  know	  what	  to	  make	  of	  wealthy,	  controlling	  older	  women:	  were	  
they	  aligned	  with	  the	  forces	  of	  progress	  or	  those	  of	  reaction?	  Nor	  did	  these	  women	  
always	  know	  what	  to	  make	  of	  themselves.84	  In	  a	  letter	  to	  Chaikovsky,	  Von	  Meck	  
articulated	  the	  difficulty	  of	  reconciling	  her	  identity	  as	  a	  hard-­‐nosed	  businessperson	  
with	  her	  identity	  as	  a	  mother,	  with	  all	  the	  gendered	  norms	  that	  the	  latter	  entailed:	  “I	  
am	  very	  unsympathetic	  in	  my	  personal	  relations	  because	  I	  do	  not	  possess	  any	  
femininity	  whatsoever;	  second,	  I	  do	  not	  know	  how	  to	  be	  tender.”85	  	  
	   Chaikovsky	  himself,	  as	  a	  composer	  “kept”	  by	  an	  older	  woman	  and	  also	  as	  a	  
probable	  homosexual,	  had	  first-­‐hand	  experience	  with	  the	  interstices	  between	  fixed	  
gender	  roles.	  These	  experiences	  are	  inscribed	  not	  only	  in	  his	  powerful-­‐matron	  roles	  
such	  as	  the	  Countess,	  but	  also	  in	  his	  trouser	  roles,	  which	  have	  an	  entirely	  different	  
intent	  from	  the	  vulnerable	  teenage	  boys	  of	  Glinka	  and	  Musorgky.	  They	  are	  
extremely	  marginal	  presences	  in	  his	  operas.	  Nevertheless,	  they	  do	  articulate—
however	  quietly—the	  beginning	  of	  a	  visible	  homosexual	  presence	  in	  Russian	  public	  
life.86	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84	  Some	  of	  these	  women,	  who	  had	  to	  figure	  out	  how	  to	  run	  businesses	  or	  other	  enterprises	  on	  their	  
own,	  having	  had	  no	  training	  or	  positive	  female	  role	  models	  in	  these	  activities,	  dealt	  with	  their	  
newfound	  responsibility	  less	  than	  gracefully.	  Von	  Meck,	  who	  would	  probably	  be	  diagnosed	  with	  
obsessive-­‐compulsive	  disorder	  today,	  controlled	  every	  detail	  of	  her	  children’s	  lives	  and	  indulged	  a	  
number	  of	  personal	  eccentricities	  such	  as	  buying	  huge	  quantities	  of	  wool	  to	  wind	  into	  balls.	  	  	  
	  
85	  Alexander	  Poznansky,	  Tchaikovsky:	  The	  Quest	  for	  the	  Inner	  Man	  (Lime	  Tree,	  1993),	  197.	  	  
	  
86	  Homosexuality	  was	  not	  as	  controversial	  in	  Russia	  as	  in	  many	  parts	  of	  Western	  Europe.	  However,	  
sodomy	  was	  illegal.	  See	  Chapter	  2,	  “Gender	  and	  the	  Juridical	  Subject:	  Sodomy,	  Prostitutions,	  and	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   Chaikovsky’s	  first	  trouser	  role	  is	  the	  character	  of	  Fyodor	  Basmanov	  in	  his	  
failed	  opera	  Oprichnik	  (The	  Guardsman,	  1874).	  Basmanov,	  a	  real-­‐life	  historical	  figure	  
who	  held	  the	  position	  of	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible’s	  favorite,	  was	  known	  for	  entertaining	  the	  
tsar	  by	  performing	  seductive	  dances	  in	  women’s	  clothes	  and	  was	  widely	  assumed	  to	  
be	  sleeping	  with	  him.87	  Although	  he	  does	  not	  do	  anything	  lascivious	  in	  the	  opera	  (in	  
keeping	  with	  Russian	  theater’s	  sedateness),	  the	  decision	  to	  cast	  him	  as	  a	  woman	  
was	  surely	  a	  nod	  to	  his	  cross-­‐dressing	  proclivities.	  Furthermore,	  he	  has	  such	  an	  
intensely	  sentimental	  friendship	  with	  the	  tenor	  protagonist	  Andrei	  that	  the	  latter’s	  
mother	  becomes	  worried	  and	  issues	  a	  vague	  warning	  that	  it	  wouldn’t	  do	  to	  be	  
drawn	  into	  Basmanov’s	  “sinful”	  lifestyle.	  Despite	  her	  concerns,	  however,	  Basmanov	  
proves	  exceptionally	  loyal	  to	  her	  son,	  going	  so	  far	  as	  to	  try	  to	  swear	  the	  fearful	  oath	  
of	  the	  Tsar’s	  elite	  police	  force	  in	  the	  reluctant	  young	  tenor’s	  stead;	  later,	  at	  the	  end	  
of	  the	  opera,	  as	  Andrei	  is	  about	  to	  be	  executed	  for	  defiance,	  Basmanov	  rushes	  
offstage	  to	  beg	  the	  Tsar	  (unsuccessfully)	  to	  spare	  his	  friend.	  He	  holds	  the	  distinction	  
of	  being	  the	  first,	  and	  perhaps	  only,	  gay	  male	  character	  in	  Russian	  opera.	  	  
	   Chaikovsky’s	  later	  operas	  would	  eschew	  such	  obvious	  depictions	  of	  
homosexuality.	  Many	  of	  them,	  however,	  would	  feature	  a	  sentimental	  friendship	  
between	  two	  people	  of	  the	  same	  sex,	  and	  it	  is	  worth	  noting	  that	  Chaikovsky	  was	  the	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Rape”	  in	  Laura	  Engelstein,	  The	  Keys	  to	  Happiness:	  Sex	  and	  the	  Search	  for	  Modernity	  in	  Fin-­‐de-­‐Siècle	  
Russia	  (Ithaca:	  Cornell	  University	  Press).	  In	  the	  years	  after	  Chaikovsky	  wrote	  trouser	  roles	  with	  
heavily	  homoerotic	  connotations,	  progressive	  lawmakers	  would	  argue	  for	  the	  decriminalization	  of	  
sodomy.	  It	  would	  not	  be	  decriminalized	  until	  1922.	  	  	  
	  
87	  Basmanov	  does	  a	  restrained	  drag	  performance	  in	  Eisenstein’s	  film	  Ivan	  the	  Terrible.	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only	  Russian	  composer	  who	  consistently	  employed	  this	  dramaturgical	  device.88	  
Occasionally,	  the	  same-­‐sex	  friendship	  threatens	  to	  upstage	  the	  central	  heterosexual	  
romance.	  The	  most	  famous	  such	  friendship,	  that	  of	  Yevgeni	  Onegin	  and	  Lensky,	  
culminates	  in	  a	  lyrical	  duet	  just	  before	  their	  duel	  in	  which	  the	  two	  men	  individually	  
express	  their	  desire	  to	  reveal	  their	  true	  feelings	  of	  forgiveness	  to	  each	  other,	  but	  
decide	  that	  they	  cannot	  because	  they	  are	  constrained	  by	  an	  anachronistic	  honor	  
code	  and	  must	  go	  through	  with	  the	  duel.	  I	  am	  not	  trying	  to	  argue	  that	  Onegin	  and	  
Lensky	  are	  closeted	  homosexuals;	  rather,	  I	  suggest	  that	  this	  scene,	  with	  its	  depiction	  
of	  a	  fervent,	  mutually	  held	  cordiality	  between	  two	  men	  whose	  expression	  is	  not	  
permitted	  by	  social	  convention,	  would	  seem	  to	  hold	  an	  obvious	  interest	  for	  a	  
closeted	  homosexual	  composer.	  	  
	   The	  case	  of	  Onegin	  and	  Lensky	  (a	  baritone	  and	  a	  tenor)	  provides	  a	  
convenient	  segue	  to	  another	  same-­‐sex	  friendship	  that	  incorporates	  the	  lower	  female	  
voice:	  that	  of	  the	  soprano	  protagonist	  Liza	  and	  her	  mezzo	  or	  contralto	  best	  friend	  
Polina	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama.	  Polina	  should	  immediately	  raise	  an	  interpreter’s	  suspicion	  
because	  she	  does	  not	  exist	  in	  the	  original	  story	  by	  Pushkin	  but	  rather	  was	  
interpolated	  by	  Chaikovsky	  himself.	  The	  composer	  likely	  wanted	  an	  opportunity	  to	  
write	  an	  ethereal	  soprano/mezzo	  duet	  like	  the	  one	  between	  Tatyana	  and	  her	  sister	  
Olga	  in	  Yevgeni	  Onegin,	  but	  since	  Polina	  has	  considerably	  more	  to	  sing	  besides	  the	  
duet,	  it	  seems	  that	  there	  must	  have	  been	  another	  reason	  for	  inventing	  her.	  How	  may	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
88	  Before	  same-­‐sex	  love	  and	  desire	  were	  medicalized,	  pathologized	  and	  turned	  into	  a	  label	  
(“homosexuality”)	  that	  defined	  people	  in	  the	  late	  nineteenth	  century,	  close	  physical	  contact	  and	  
expressions	  of	  romantic	  feelings	  which	  may	  or	  may	  not	  have	  been	  sexual	  in	  nature	  were	  common	  
between	  same-­‐sex	  friends.	  For	  a	  discussion	  of	  the	  ways	  in	  which	  homosexuality	  is	  a	  modern	  
construct	  that	  fails	  to	  describe	  many	  instances	  of	  same-­‐sex	  eros	  in	  the	  past,	  see	  Annamarie	  Jagose,	  
Queer	  Theory:	  An	  Introduction	  (New	  York:	  New	  York	  University	  Press,	  1997).	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we	  account	  for	  this	  character,	  who	  contributes	  almost	  nothing	  to	  the	  plot	  yet	  takes	  
up	  a	  great	  deal	  of	  stage	  time	  and	  sings	  one	  of	  the	  opera’s	  most	  famous	  arias?	  
Perhaps,	  like	  many	  other	  puzzling	  features	  of	  this	  work,	  she	  was	  added	  in	  order	  to	  
intensify	  the	  atmosphere	  of	  strangeness	  and	  uncertainty	  that	  pervades	  Pikovaya	  
dama.	  Simon	  Morrison	  has	  argued	  that	  the	  opera	  anticipated	  the	  aesthetics	  of	  the	  
so-­‐called	  Decadents,	  a	  group	  of	  Russian	  artists	  and	  writers	  (active	  approximately	  
1890-­‐1905)	  who	  pursued	  the	  themes	  of	  degeneracy,	  decay,	  and	  mysticism.	  (Not	  
coincidentally,	  many	  of	  the	  Decadents	  had	  homosexual	  leanings.89)	  In	  keeping	  with	  
the	  movement’s	  interest	  in	  breaking	  apart	  existing	  social	  and	  artistic	  forms	  in	  order	  
to	  make	  way	  for	  an	  undefined	  “something	  else,”	  Chaikovsky	  saturates	  Pushkin’s	  
classic	  story	  of	  mental	  breakdown	  with	  seemingly	  irrational	  but	  actually	  quite	  
careful	  artistic	  choices,	  such	  as	  anachronistic	  musical	  passages	  and	  interpolated	  
texts	  that	  serve	  to	  undermine	  the	  linear	  narrative	  and	  imbue	  the	  opera	  with	  a	  
hallucinatory	  quality.	  90	  Building	  on	  Morrison’s	  argument,	  I	  would	  like	  to	  suggest	  
that	  Polina	  herself	  is	  one	  of	  these	  unsettling	  interpolations,	  and	  that	  her	  presence	  
intensifies	  the	  aura	  of	  decadence	  in	  the	  opera	  by	  subtly	  alluding	  to	  the	  lesbian,	  a	  
figure	  who	  emerged	  in	  Russian	  medical,	  legal,	  and	  literary	  discourses	  at	  the	  turn	  of	  
the	  century.91	  	  
	   Polina	  is	  often	  interpreted	  merely	  as	  an	  agent	  of	  fate	  and	  is	  not	  usually	  
considered	  a	  lesbian,	  though	  she	  could	  easily	  become	  one	  with	  the	  right	  staging.	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
89	  Notable	  Decadents	  who	  explored	  homoeroticism	  in	  their	  work	  or	  their	  lives	  include	  Sergei	  
Diaghilev,	  Mikhail	  Kuzmin,	  and	  the	  cross-­‐dressing	  poet	  Zinaida	  Gippius.	  	  
	  
90	  See	  Chapter	  1,	  “Chaikovsky	  and	  Decadence”	  in	  Simon	  Morrison,	  Russian	  Opera	  and	  the	  Symbolist	  
Movement	  (Berkeley:	  University	  of	  California	  Press,	  2002).	  	  
	  
91	  See	  Engelstein.	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Consider:	  Liza	  and	  Polina	  are	  first	  shown	  together	  singing	  a	  duet	  at	  the	  fortepiano	  
about	  the	  beauty	  of	  a	  calm	  evening.	  This	  scene,	  coming	  on	  the	  heels	  of	  a	  storm	  
during	  which	  the	  aggressive	  suitor	  Gherman	  declared	  that	  Liza	  would	  be	  his,	  takes	  
place	  in	  a	  harmonious,	  domestic,	  all-­‐female	  setting	  seemingly	  free	  from	  the	  passion	  
of	  the	  preceding	  scene.	  Yet	  the	  duet	  concludes	  with	  a	  provocative	  description	  of	  the	  
“trembling	  [трепетанье]	  of	  the	  pliant	  weeping	  willows,”	  a	  gender-­‐coded	  image	  
which	  is	  illustrated	  with	  a	  gently	  dissonant	  trill	  in	  both	  women’s	  voices	  on	  the	  word	  
“trembling”	  that	  resolves	  to	  a	  consonance.	  This	  double	  trill	  makes	  the	  image	  more	  
specific:	  the	  sympathetic	  vibration	  of	  the	  two	  women’s	  throats	  suggests	  two	  
willows—or	  two	  women?—quivering	  at	  the	  same	  time	  and	  then	  subsiding	  into	  
stillness.	  
	  
	  	  	  Fig.	  13,	  excerpt	  from	  “Уж	  вечер”	  (“It	  Is	  Evening”)	  from	  Pikovaya	  dama	  
	   After	  this	  moment	  of	  intense	  shared	  musicality,	  the	  purpose	  of	  the	  
gathering	  becomes	  clear:	  Liza	  has	  just	  (with	  some	  misgivings)	  accepted	  the	  
marriage	  proposal	  of	  Prince	  Yeletsky,	  and	  she	  is	  celebrating	  with	  her	  friends.	  
However,	  Polina	  ruins	  the	  festive	  mood	  by	  singing	  the	  grim	  pastoral	  aria	  “Podrugi	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milye,”	  which	  prophesies	  that	  all	  romantic	  delusions	  end	  with	  death.	  Could	  it	  be	  that	  
she	  is	  saddened	  by	  her	  friend’s	  impending	  marriage?	  She	  quickly	  tries	  to	  distract	  the	  
group	  from	  her	  faux	  pas	  by	  striking	  up	  a	  cheerful	  bridal	  song-­‐and-­‐dance,	  but	  this	  
leads	  to	  another	  unsettling	  moment:	  the	  girls’	  wild	  dancing	  so	  shocks	  the	  governess	  
that	  she	  gives	  them	  a	  stern	  lecture	  about	  maintaining	  propriety.	  	  
	   As	  provocative	  as	  this	  scene	  could	  be	  with	  the	  right	  staging,	  the	  
homoerotic	  possibilities	  become	  more	  obvious	  in	  Act	  II,	  which	  features	  a	  
sentimental	  pastoral	  play	  as	  a	  divertissement	  at	  a	  ball.	  In	  this	  ostensibly	  lighthearted	  
opera-­‐within-­‐an-­‐opera,	  a	  soprano	  shepherdess	  must	  choose	  between	  a	  poor	  
shepherd	  (played	  by	  a	  contralto	  in	  drag,	  usually	  the	  same	  singer	  who	  portrays	  
Polina)	  and	  a	  rich	  bass	  suitor.	  The	  pastoral	  love	  triangle,	  of	  course,	  echoes	  the	  
central	  one	  in	  the	  plot,	  which	  consists	  of	  Liza,	  the	  poor	  soldier	  Gherman,	  and	  the	  
wealthy	  Prince	  Yeletsky.	  Yet	  because	  Polina	  plays	  the	  shepherd,	  the	  symbolic	  double	  
of	  Gherman,	  she	  becomes	  a	  phantasmagorical	  intermediary	  figure	  in	  the	  love	  
triangle.	  The	  sight	  of	  her	  romancing	  the	  symbolic	  double	  of	  Liza	  can	  hardly	  help	  but	  
create	  confusion	  about	  what	  Polina	  is	  doing	  in	  the	  opera	  and	  who	  is	  in	  love	  with	  
whom.	  Sexuality,	  like	  everything	  else	  in	  Pikovaya	  dama,	  is	  fluid,	  ambiguous,	  
uncanny,	  and,	  depending	  on	  the	  viewer’s	  sensibilities,	  always	  on	  the	  brink	  of	  the	  
decadent	  and	  the	  grotesque.	  The	  vague	  intimations	  of	  homoeroticism	  add	  yet	  
another	  strange	  ingredient	  to	  an	  opera	  that	  is	  already	  saturated	  with	  Gherman’s	  
sexual	  paranoia	  upon	  discovering	  that	  he	  might	  have	  to	  court	  the	  decrepit	  Countess	  
in	  order	  to	  learn	  her	  secret.	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   Pikovaya	  dama	  is	  likely	  too	  unusual	  to	  be	  considered	  representative	  of	  
trends	  in	  late-­‐nineteenth-­‐century	  Russian	  opera.	  Nevertheless,	  the	  specter	  of	  the	  
powerful,	  devouring	  older	  woman	  and	  the	  much	  weaker	  specter	  of	  the	  lesbian	  do	  
seem	  remarkably	  representative	  of	  an	  era	  of	  declining	  patriarchal	  power	  and	  
increasing	  female	  self-­‐determination,	  and	  anticipate	  the	  Symbolist	  movement’s	  use	  
of	  gendered	  perversity	  as	  a	  sign	  of	  decadence.	  It	  is	  not	  a	  coincidence	  that	  the	  mezzo	  
voice	  was	  used	  to	  portray	  these	  marginal	  figures;	  ever	  since	  the	  mid-­‐nineteenth	  
century,	  Russian	  composers	  had	  followed	  Franco-­‐Italian	  opera’s	  association	  of	  the	  
mezzo	  voice	  with	  the	  interstitial,	  the	  androgynous,	  the	  aged,	  and	  the	  dangerous.	  
	   Yet	  the	  very	  unconventionality	  of	  individual	  mezzo	  characters	  and	  
(perhaps	  more	  importantly)	  the	  women	  who	  sang	  them	  made	  it	  difficult	  for	  them	  to	  
become	  models	  for	  future	  characters	  and	  singers.	  Neither	  the	  devouring	  mother	  nor	  
the	  lesbian	  would	  appear	  again	  in	  tsarist-­‐era	  opera.	  Nor	  will	  it	  have	  escaped	  
attention	  that	  I	  have	  left	  out	  of	  the	  discussion	  the	  mezzos	  who	  created	  these	  roles,	  
Maria	  Dolina	  and	  Maria	  Slavina.	  Although	  both	  these	  singers	  were	  excellent	  
vocalists	  who	  premiered	  a	  number	  of	  roles,	  they	  were	  not	  “game	  changers”	  like	  the	  
persecuted	  Vorobyova	  or	  Leonova.	  The	  Imperial	  Theaters’	  habit	  of	  firing	  their	  most	  
outspoken,	  unusual,	  or	  troublesome	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  created	  a	  climate	  that	  
was	  unfavorable	  to	  singers	  who	  in	  any	  way	  challenged	  the	  directorate,	  whether	  by	  
singing	  roles	  that	  lay	  in	  between	  standard	  male	  and	  female	  vocality	  as	  in	  the	  case	  of	  
Vorobyova,	  or	  by	  criticizing	  colleagues	  and	  accusing	  administrators	  of	  misconduct	  
as	  in	  the	  case	  of	  Leonova.	  The	  singers	  who	  remained	  were	  much	  more	  docile.	  
Eventually,	  the	  roles	  that	  were	  written	  for	  them,	  above	  all	  by	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	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began	  to	  reflect	  the	  dearth	  of	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  with	  strong	  personalities	  in	  the	  
fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  opera	  world.	  	  
	   In	  the	  outside	  world,	  too,	  fiery	  rebels	  such	  as	  Vera	  Figner	  were	  silenced	  by	  
imprisonment	  in	  the	  government	  crackdown	  of	  the	  1880s	  that	  followed	  the	  
assassination	  of	  Alexander	  II.92	  Educational	  and	  therefore	  professional	  
opportunities	  for	  women	  became	  sharply	  limited,	  since	  the	  authorities	  believed	  
(with	  some	  justification)	  that	  they	  encouraged	  female	  radicalism.93	  Eventually,	  the	  
roles	  written	  for	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos—heretofore	  the	  voice-­‐type	  most	  associated	  
with	  female	  emancipation—began	  to	  reflect	  the	  curtailment	  of	  opportunities	  for	  
women.	  	  	  
	  
Rimsky-­‐Korsakov	  and	  the	  Decline	  of	  the	  Mezzo	  Star	  
Throughout	  this	  chapter,	  I	  have	  drawn	  attention	  to	  the	  private,	  domestic	  sphere	  as	  
an	  alternative	  arena	  of	  mezzo	  and	  contralto	  artistic	  achievement.	  It	  would	  seem	  that	  
the	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  proliferation	  of	  small,	  private	  opera	  companies,	  which	  built	  upon	  
the	  flexible,	  domestic	  salon-­‐workshop	  environments	  that	  were	  established	  by	  these	  
women94	  and	  lacked	  the	  intransigent	  bureaucracy	  of	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters,	  were	  
more	  open	  to	  female	  singers	  with	  unusual	  voices	  or	  strong	  personalities.	  Companies	  
such	  as	  the	  Mamontov	  Private	  Opera	  provided	  more	  personalized	  training	  for	  young	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92	  Figner	  was	  imprisoned	  from	  1884-­‐1904.	  	  
	  
93	  In	  1886,	  Alexander	  III	  closed	  the	  women’s	  universities.	  They	  would	  not	  be	  reopened	  until	  1900.	  
See	  Stites	  Chapter	  6,	  “The	  New	  Generation.”	  
	  
94	  The	  famous	  Mamontov	  Private	  Opera	  began	  as	  a	  domestic	  artist	  colony	  at	  Mamontov’s	  country	  
estate,	  Abramtsevo.	  Even	  after	  the	  company	  became	  official,	  its	  members	  continued	  to	  socialize	  
together	  and	  sometimes	  even	  live	  together.	  	  
	  290	  
singers,	  acted	  as	  springboards	  to	  future	  fame	  for	  a	  few	  singers	  (though	  no	  lower-­‐
voiced	  women),	  and	  enabled	  smaller-­‐voiced	  singers	  to	  take	  part	  in	  an	  art	  form	  that	  
had	  become	  increasingly	  invested	  in	  large	  voices.95	  Yet	  in	  other	  respects	  the	  smaller	  
companies	  did	  not	  offer	  better	  conditions	  for	  singers,	  particularly	  mezzos	  and	  
contraltos.	  Because	  the	  founding	  of	  these	  enterprises	  coincided	  with	  the	  rise	  of	  the	  
director	  as	  the	  primary	  artistic	  decision-­‐maker,	  certain	  aspects	  of	  the	  production	  
that	  had	  formerly	  been	  controlled	  by	  singers	  (such	  as	  blocking	  and	  overall	  
conception	  of	  the	  character	  they	  were	  playing)	  were	  now	  controlled	  by	  the	  director.	  
Singers	  were	  often	  chosen	  for	  their	  ability	  to	  be	  ensemble	  members	  subordinate	  to	  
the	  artistic	  vision	  of	  the	  director	  rather	  than	  for	  their	  outstanding	  voices	  or	  larger-­‐
than-­‐life	  charisma.	  
	   The	  consequences	  of	  this	  power	  shift	  from	  singers	  to	  directors	  were	  
particularly	  acute	  for	  lower-­‐voiced	  women,	  who	  already	  occupied	  the	  bottom	  of	  the	  
operatic	  totem	  pole.	  By	  the	  turn	  of	  the	  century,	  a	  robust	  celebrity	  culture	  had	  arisen	  
within	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters,	  complete	  with	  access	  to	  the	  relatively	  new	  
technologies	  of	  photography	  and	  recording.	  The	  nascent	  concept	  of	  the	  celebrity	  
gave	  some	  singers	  a	  way	  to	  assert	  themselves	  against	  the	  whims	  of	  the	  
management.	  Yet	  there	  are	  fewer	  surviving	  photographs	  or	  recordings	  of	  mezzos	  
and	  contraltos	  than	  of	  any	  other	  kind	  of	  voice,	  for	  the	  Imperial	  Theaters	  had	  already	  
driven	  out	  its	  most	  talented	  employees	  with	  those	  two	  voice-­‐types.	  Thus,	  it	  appears	  
that	  lower-­‐voiced	  women	  were	  relatively	  excluded	  from	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  celebrity	  
culture.	  	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
95	  See	  Olga	  Haldey,	  Mamontov’s	  Private	  Opera:	  The	  Search	  for	  Modernism	  in	  Russian	  Theater	  
(Bloomington:	  Indiana	  University	  Press,	  2010).	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   Up-­‐and-­‐coming	  mezzos	  and	  contraltos	  fared	  little	  better	  in	  the	  private	  
sphere,	  where	  perceptions	  of	  and	  preferences	  for	  certain	  types	  of	  gendered	  
appearance	  and	  behavior	  onstage	  could	  be	  even	  more	  rigid	  since	  they	  typically	  
stemmed	  from	  one	  man—the	  director—instead	  of	  a	  team.	  Mamontov,	  for	  example,	  
chose	  to	  cast	  the	  role	  of	  Joan	  of	  Arc	  (originally	  composed	  in	  two	  versions,	  one	  for	  a	  
dramatic	  mezzo	  and	  one	  for	  a	  dramatic	  soprano)	  as	  a	  light	  soprano	  because	  he	  
thought	  that	  the	  “fragile,”	  otherworldly	  appearance	  and	  voice	  of	  the	  soprano	  Yelena	  
Tsvetkova	  were	  more	  in	  keeping	  with	  the	  character	  of	  Joan	  of	  Arc	  than	  the	  “robust,”	  
down-­‐to-­‐earth	  physicality	  and	  voice	  of	  the	  mezzo	  Maria	  Chernenko.96	  	  
	   The	  decline	  of	  the	  lower-­‐voiced	  female	  singer	  can	  be	  charted	  in	  the	  works	  
of	  the	  composer	  most	  associated	  with	  the	  private	  opera	  sphere,	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov.	  
Unlike	  many	  other	  composers	  discussed	  in	  this	  chapter,	  he	  did	  not	  have	  a	  mezzo	  or	  
contralto	  muse	  but	  rather	  a	  soprano	  one:	  the	  ethereal,	  introverted,	  light-­‐voiced	  
Nadezhda	  Zabela.97	  As	  discussed	  in	  Chapter	  3,	  her	  influence,	  as	  well	  as	  that	  of	  the	  
Symbolist	  movement,	  led	  him	  to	  write	  operas	  that	  were	  dominated	  by	  mystical,	  
otherworldly	  sopranos	  who	  were	  frequently	  contrasted	  with	  earthy	  lower-­‐voiced	  
rivals	  whom	  the	  male	  protagonist	  ultimately	  rejects.	  As	  characters,	  these	  worldly	  
women	  are	  more	  dynamic	  and	  possibly	  even	  more	  interesting	  to	  audiences	  than	  the	  
sopranos,	  but	  it	  seems	  clear	  from	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  extensive	  consultations	  with	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96	  Ibid.	  chapter	  5,	  “Opera	  as	  Drama.”	  
	  
97	  See	  his	  extensive	  correspondence	  with	  her.	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov,	  Perepiska	  s	  N.	  I.	  Zabeloi-­‐Vrubel’,	  ed.	  
L.	  G.	  Barsov	  (Moscow:	  Kompozitor,	  2008).	  See	  also	  Juliet	  Forshaw,	  Chapter	  4,	  ‘Sopranos	  and	  the	  
Problem	  of	  the	  Ingénue’	  in	  ‘Dangerous	  Tenors,	  Heroic	  Basses,	  and	  Non-­‐Ingénues:	  Singers	  and	  the	  
Envoicing	  of	  Social	  Values	  in	  Russian	  Opera,	  1836-­‐1905’,	  Ph.D.	  diss.	  (Columbia	  University,	  2014).	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Zabela	  and	  lack	  of	  documented	  interest	  in	  the	  mezzos	  who	  performed	  his	  roles	  that	  
he	  was	  much	  more	  invested	  in	  the	  soprano	  ones.	  	  
	   The	  role	  of	  Kashcheyevna	  in	  Kashchei	  bessmertny	  (Kashchei	  the	  Immortal,	  
1902),	  one	  of	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  last	  operas	  to	  feature	  a	  mezzo	  character	  who	  is	  
central	  to	  the	  plot,	  illustrates	  the	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  demise	  of	  the	  mezzo.	  At	  first,	  she	  
seems	  like	  a	  powerful	  figure:	  the	  daughter	  of	  the	  evil	  sorcerer	  Kashchei,	  she	  sings	  a	  
magnificently	  bloodthirsty	  aria	  while	  sharpening	  her	  sword	  and	  then	  seduces	  her	  
father’s	  enemy,	  the	  knight	  Ivan	  Korolevich,	  with	  the	  aid	  of	  a	  magic	  potion.	  She	  thus	  
incarnates	  all	  of	  the	  threatening	  qualities	  that	  had	  come	  to	  be	  associated	  with	  the	  
lower	  female	  voice	  over	  the	  course	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century:	  skill	  with	  weapons,	  
assertive	  sexuality	  (which,	  though	  not	  necessarily	  a	  characteristic	  of	  Russian	  mezzo	  
characters,	  was	  central	  to	  the	  Western	  European	  ones	  on	  whom	  Kashcheyevna	  was	  
partially	  modeled),	  and	  arcane	  magical	  knowledge.	  Like	  all	  villainous	  characters,	  she	  
is	  defeated.	  But,	  tellingly,	  she	  is	  conquered—silenced—by	  the	  soprano.	  A	  
compassionate	  kiss	  from	  the	  otherwise	  passive	  soprano	  Tsarevna	  melts	  her	  hard	  
heart	  and	  transforms	  her	  into	  a	  weeping	  willow,	  allowing	  the	  Tsarevna	  and	  Ivan	  
Korolevich	  to	  live	  happily	  ever	  after.	  The	  active,	  aggressive	  woman	  is	  thus	  revealed	  
as	  impotent,	  while	  the	  reticent,	  tender-­‐hearted	  one	  is	  shown	  as	  possessing	  the	  truly	  
life-­‐changing	  magical	  power.	  The	  opera	  ultimately	  reinforces	  the	  conservative	  
gender	  ideal	  represented	  by	  the	  light	  soprano.98	  The	  masculinized	  or	  otherwise	  
formidable	  woman,	  while	  still	  a	  subject	  of	  interest,	  had	  been	  vanquished.	  There	  was	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98	  No	  value	  judgment	  should	  be	  inferred	  from	  this.	  Women	  who	  adhere	  to	  older	  models	  of	  gendered	  
behavior	  are	  just	  as	  interesting	  as	  women	  who	  challenge	  those	  models.	  Indeed,	  Rimsky-­‐Korsakov’s	  
soprano	  heroines	  are	  fascinating	  on	  their	  own	  terms	  and	  are	  treated	  at	  length	  in	  Chapter	  3.	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hardly	  a	  place	  for	  her	  in	  an	  operatic	  world	  that	  had	  long	  ago	  developed	  a	  habit	  of	  
purging	  its	  most	  challenging	  female	  singers.	  	  
	   Both	  the	  women	  who	  rebelled	  against	  the	  operatic	  establishment	  and	  
those	  who	  rebelled	  against	  the	  tsarist	  regime	  paid	  the	  price	  of	  losing	  their	  voices.	  
Some	  literally	  lost	  their	  voices	  to	  physical	  damage;	  others	  lost	  them	  figuratively	  in	  
the	  sense	  of	  being	  denied	  opportunities	  to	  perform	  or	  proselytize.	  Yet	  a	  trace	  of	  
their	  voices	  survives	  in	  their	  memoirs.	  In	  her	  account	  of	  her	  solitary	  confinement	  in	  
prison,	  Vera	  Figner,	  the	  most	  formidable	  female	  activist	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  
gives	  voice	  to	  her	  own	  silencing	  and	  unwittingly	  to	  that	  of	  fin-­‐de-­‐siècle	  mezzos	  and	  
contraltos:	  
My	  vocal	  cords	  became	  weakened	  and	  atrophied	  from	  disuse;	  my	  voice	  became	  weak	  and	  broken.	  
From	  a	  deep	  contralto	  it	  became	  thin,	  strident,	  quavering,	  like	  the	  voice	  of	  one	  convalescing	  from	  a	  
serious	  illness;	  words	  came	  from	  my	  tongue	  with	  difficulty,	  and	  haltingly.	  And	  together	  with	  the	  
physical	  breakdown	  of	  my	  organ	  of	  speech	  came	  a	  psychic	  change.	  The	  desire	  arose	  in	  me	  to	  be	  
silent.99
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
99	  Figner,	  152.	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  Conclusion	  
	  
The	  human	  voice	  is	  an	  elusive	  object	  of	  analysis.	  It	  is	  a	  timbrally	  unique	  emission	  
from	  a	  physically	  unique	  body,	  and	  it	  decays	  and	  dies	  along	  with	  the	  body	  of	  its	  
owner.	  The	  corporeal	  specificity	  and	  perishability	  of	  the	  voice,	  particularly	  in	  the	  
era	  before	  sound	  recording	  technology,	  make	  it	  more	  difficult	  to	  study	  than	  abstract,	  
disembodied,	  easily	  preserved	  and	  reproduced	  musical	  notation.	  Not	  surprisingly,	  
the	  field	  of	  musicology	  has	  tended	  to	  focus	  on	  the	  latter,	  and	  on	  the	  composers	  who	  
created	  it.	  	  
Attention	  to	  singers	  as	  co-­‐creators	  of	  operatic	  works	  and	  conventions	  is	  a	  
relatively	  new	  trend	  in	  the	  field.	  Of	  course,	  for	  as	  long	  as	  celebrity	  culture	  has	  
existed,	  there	  have	  been	  enthusiasts	  who	  collected	  the	  biographical	  information,	  
memorabilia,	  and,	  in	  the	  last	  century,	  recordings	  of	  this	  or	  that	  singer.	  These	  efforts	  
have	  saved	  many	  remarkable	  fragments	  of	  musical	  history	  that	  otherwise	  would	  
have	  been	  lost	  forever.	  However,	  the	  single-­‐mindedness	  required	  by	  these	  efforts	  
has	  resulted	  in	  a	  rather	  narrow	  and	  hagiographic	  scholarly	  literature.	  While	  it	  is	  
easy	  to	  find	  painstakingly	  researched	  biographies	  of	  many	  individual	  singers,	  it	  is	  
not	  so	  easy	  to	  find	  scholarship	  that	  considers	  the	  careers	  of	  several	  individual	  
singers	  within	  a	  larger	  context	  of	  musical,	  cultural,	  and	  political	  change.	  	  
In	  my	  dissertation,	  I	  have	  tried	  to	  make	  a	  case	  for	  a	  chronologically	  and	  
culturally	  expansive	  methodological	  approach,	  which	  is	  historical	  rather	  than	  
merely	  biographical.	  Although	  one	  of	  my	  goals	  was	  to	  shed	  light	  on	  the	  lives	  of	  
several	  influential	  Russian	  singers,	  the	  larger	  goal	  was	  to	  write	  a	  narrative	  history	  of	  
Russian	  opera	  in	  which	  each	  individual	  singer	  was	  one	  of	  many	  successive	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characters	  within	  a	  larger	  story	  rather	  than	  the	  sole	  focal	  point.	  Their	  careers	  
manifested	  cultural	  and	  musical	  forces	  that	  were	  larger	  than	  they	  were,	  and	  these	  
forces,	  as	  much	  as	  the	  singers	  themselves,	  were	  the	  object	  of	  my	  inquiry.	  	  
	   This	  approach	  makes	  sense	  especially	  when	  one	  is	  dealing	  with	  singers	  who	  
did	  not	  achieve	  full-­‐blown	  celebrity	  status	  and	  therefore	  did	  not	  leave	  behind	  
copious	  records.	  For	  most	  of	  the	  nineteenth	  century,	  even	  the	  greatest	  Russian	  
opera	  singers	  were	  second-­‐tier	  musicians,	  significantly	  less	  popular	  and	  well	  
compensated	  than	  touring	  Italian	  and	  French	  stars.	  It	  would	  be	  a	  difficult	  or	  perhaps	  
impossible	  task	  to	  find	  enough	  material	  to	  write	  a	  monograph	  on	  any	  of	  the	  singers	  
discussed	  in	  this	  dissertation,	  with	  the	  exception	  of	  Chaliapin.	  In	  such	  
circumstances,	  a	  scholar’s	  best	  option	  may	  be	  to	  focus	  less	  on	  individual	  agents	  than	  
on	  the	  larger	  picture	  that	  emerges	  from	  the	  collection	  of	  their	  fragmentary	  histories.	  	  
	   This	  larger	  picture	  includes	  the	  colorful,	  rancorous,	  and	  exploitative	  
backstage	  world	  inhabited	  by	  opera	  singers;	  the	  quiet,	  unassuming	  domestic	  
settings	  where	  aging	  singers	  mentored	  younger	  musicians;	  the	  pervasive	  influence	  
of	  Italian	  or	  Italian-­‐trained	  singers	  on	  even	  the	  most	  nationalist	  Russian	  opera	  
composers;	  the	  fledgling	  private	  opera	  companies	  that	  pursued	  innovative	  musical	  
agendas;	  the	  peculiarly	  nineteenth-­‐century	  world	  of	  decorous	  yet	  emotionally	  
intimate	  personal	  correspondence;	  the	  larger	  social	  and	  political	  movements	  that	  
inspired	  certain	  kinds	  of	  characters;	  and	  finally,	  the	  process	  by	  which	  these	  
character	  types	  became	  associated	  with	  certain	  kinds	  of	  voices.	  	  
	   The	  singers	  who	  created	  the	  leading	  characters	  in	  the	  most	  significant	  
Russian	  operas	  are	  long	  gone.	  But	  the	  musical	  and	  dramaturgical	  conventions	  which	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they	  helped	  put	  in	  place	  and	  which	  embodied	  the	  multifarious	  social	  values	  of	  their	  
time	  have	  endured,	  and	  from	  the	  standpoint	  of	  documentation	  are	  easier	  to	  study	  
than	  the	  lives	  of	  singers.	  These	  codified	  patterns—which	  signify	  so	  much	  beyond	  
themselves—are	  crucial	  but	  heretofore	  unrecognized	  pieces	  of	  the	  jigsaw	  puzzle	  
with	  which	  historians	  are	  condemned	  to	  reconstitute	  the	  past.	  It	  is	  my	  hope	  that	  
future	  opera	  scholarship	  will	  not	  only	  continue	  its	  laudable	  focus	  on	  singers,	  but	  
also	  turn	  its	  attention	  to	  the	  larger	  cultural	  forces	  that	  surrounded	  them	  and	  to	  the	  
abstract	  crystallizations	  of	  those	  forces	  that	  came	  about	  over	  the	  course	  of	  many	  
singers’	  careers.	  Much	  has	  been	  gained	  from	  looking	  at	  singers,	  as	  objects	  of	  inquiry;	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